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DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
CLAIMS PROCESSING

FRIDAY, APRIL 26, 2002

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON BENEFITS,

COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC

The subcommittee met, pursuant to call, at 1 p.m., at Soldier
Hall, Fort Bliss, El Paso, TX, Hon. Michael K. Simpson (chairman
of the subcommittee) presiding.

Present: Representatives Simpson, Reyes and Evans.
Mr. SIMPSON. Before we open this committee hearing we have

some welcoming remarks first from Colonel Tom Trumps, the Gar-
rison Commander at Fort Bliss.

Colonel TRUMPS. Thanks everybody. I’ll be real short. General
Green would have liked to have been here to welcome everybody
here, and the Congressmen for holding this hearing here. Unfortu-
nately, he’s out of town, so I’ll be his stand-in real quick just to
welcome Members of Congress and parties that are here this after-
noon for this very important House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs
field hearing.

Hopefully the hearing will address the issues that many of you
have with the claims process and benefit process that in the Waco
Office seems to be causing much stress for those veterans out there
in this part of the country.

The privilege again is for Fort Bliss to be hosting this hearing.
And just let me introduce you real quick to the three Congressmen.
First, as you all well know our very own Congressman, Silvestre
Reyes from El Paso, the 16th Congressional District of Texas. It’s
great to have you here. Thank you. The chairman of the sub-
committee Mike Simpson from Idaho, the 2nd Congressional Dis-
trict; And the Honorable Lane Evans from Illinois, 17th Congres-
sional District.

So, again, welcome. I hope this is a fruitful experience this after-
noon and gets to many of the issues the veterans have.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Colonel. We appreciated your tour of
Fort Bliss this morning and the opportunity to see the post, and
we appreciate the information you gave us.

Next we have Mayor Ruben Smith, mayor of Las Cruces, New
Mexico. I will say that we met with Mayor Caballero of El Paso
today and had breakfast with him.

Welcome, Mayor Smith.
Mr. SMITH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, members of the commit-

tee, and thank you very much. I don’t know where you went to
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have breakfast, I don’t know where my good friend, Mayor Cabal-
lero, might have taken you. Don’t take this wrong, and please don’t
take disrespect, but whatever you had here is nothing compared to
what you would have had across the border into New Mexico. I
think we have some New Mexico veterans here.

First of all, I think I would be remiss in saying—[speaking Span-
ish]. That’s another way of saying while you’re in the southern part
of the States of the United States, Congressman Reyes not so
much, but to you Congressmen Simpson and Evans, we’d ask you
please spend as much money as you possibly can.

On a serious note, it’s an honor for me to be here. And I just
wanted to share about 2 minutes’ information that I wanted to con-
vey on behalf of, I’m very proud to say, the only veterans advisory
board that has been appointed by way of the State of the New
Mexico.

Now the reason I say that is because having received the invita-
tion to be here with you, they wanted for me to convey some very,
brief, brief remarks. Because I know you’ve got some testimony
here today. But these people committed a great deal for our par-
ticular State and our particular region.

Having been in the legislature, having been mayor, I know that
you’re going to have people that are here for great concerns, and
I’ll share a few of those with you.

But before I do that, let me first tell you about the good news.
I think as elected officials we need to hear the good news, particu-
larly about the TRICARE health system. This is—I’m the mes-
senger of this. They want us to thank you for that program. You
know more about it than anybody else. We thank you for what that
has done. But there’s a new one that’s been, as you know, about
a year old, which is the TRICARE senior pharmacy program. Those
people would have utilized this particular program. And you’re
talking about 1.5 billion beneficiaries of which we comprise a por-
tion of that. We thank you very much because that is working ex-
ceptionally well.

We all talk about the system and some of the problems in it, but
I think these are problem—it might even be better to—but I feel
compelled on behalf of these veterans who might want me to share
this with you. The plates, you’ve heard about, which you’ll be hear-
ing, but the standpoint of New Mexico this is the message they’d
like to convey.

The extensive length of time to process claims, the reasons for
that given is that they are returned for more information, they are
returned for the same information already given, and sometimes
depending on the process, it takes anywhere from 6 months and in
some cases up to 6 years for the same plan. I’m sure you probably
knew that.

Some of the provisions I think are very important, Lack of provi-
sions in particular with eyeglasses, hearing aids, and false teeth.
I’ll share a personal story very shortly. And there seems to be ex-
cessive difficulty for some of the vets who have been in different
conflicts, in particular the Agent Orange victims and the Desert
Storm victims. Of course what they hear is that there is a backlog,
short of staff, information has been lost in the St. Louis fire, and
it’s in the mail.
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And then dealing with concurrent receipt—let me skip to that.
Concurrent receipt is something that obviously everybody has a
concern with, but they just wanted me to rearticulate, I think,
what you will be hearing today, In particular for the eligible retired
members who should receive both retirement and disability
entitlement.

I’m sure that some of you have heard it over and over again, but
I wanted personally to bring that to you, and just close with three
examples. I’m going to use examples in particular from our commu-
nity in Las Cruces, that for one of the veterans it took 10 years
to obtain benefits for illness. It was a direct result of improper
medication given to him during his time in service.

And the other one, which—it’s unbelievable, but it’s true, one
person cannot eat because of the fact that the dentures that were
given to him 2 years ago still does not work. And so he’s been deal-
ing with that issue for years.

And one in particular Las Cruces vet has his identification, he
has his Purple Heart, his medals and all the memorabilia, but can-
not get any medical services. And I will tell you that this man—
I know you will want something specific. I know you will probably
want specific names and times and locations. I’m sure you will
need that for the record.

Questions that we have, there’s three questions. The concerns
are the appropriation line items dealing with the benefits, it ap-
pears to be a flat line item not to increase. The concerns about that
it’s a flat line item now. What does concern me what will we be
doing with the veterans that will be added to the road, in particu-
lar with the war on terrorism.

A big concern for Las Cruces, in case you’re not—I know Con-
gressman Reyes understands this, but because of the changes we
have, vets in the city of Las Cruces that used to be able just to
cross over here to come to El Paso, that’s not allowed anymore, and
those vets are now being sent to Albuquerque.

But the last question and then I’m off, there was a plan evidently
for the VA hospital in Alamogordo the Old Gerald Champion Hos-
pital, the possibility of using that for a veterans facilities, so these
people in Alamogordo very much wanted to get a response to that.

So, again, I thank you very much for the opportunity to be here
and welcome you to the Southwest. And even though you’re in El
Paso, you’re still welcome in New Mexico any time you want.
Thank you very much.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you very much. I appreciate you being here,
and thanks for those suggestions, comments and remarks.

Before we begin, let me explain, Secretary Principi was here with
Congressman Reyes last August and held a town hall meeting out
here. They’re somewhat different. This is, in fact, an official con-
gressional hearing, which means the testimony taken by the wit-
nesses will be taken down, a record made of it, the questions asked
by us and so forth, and entered in an official congressional hearing
record.

Responses from the audience to comments is not appropriate. I
realize that sometimes we deal with very emotional and controver-
sial issues here—some that touch you very personally—but we’re
here to learn from the witnesses through their testimony about
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what we can do to help improve the system, and what they feel
needs to be done and so forth. So keep that in mind during the
hearing. I would appreciate it very much.

Officially, good afternoon. The hearing will come to order. I’d like
to start off by thanking my ranking subcommittee member, Mr.
Silvestre Reyes, whom you all know, for welcoming us to El Paso
for today’s hearing. As many of you here today know, Congressman
Reyes has been a true advocate for veterans, not only in this dis-
trict but throughout the country during his time in the service,
during his time in the United States Congress. I have enjoyed very
much the opportunity and honor of serving with him on such a
committee.

For all you Texans with us this afternoon, you hear a lot about
some of the gridlock between Republicans and Democrats in Wash-
ington, DC, sometimes the partisanship that may occur. I can tell
you that the one place it doesn’t occur is on the Veterans’ Affairs
Committee.

I believe that the Members who serve on this committee, both
Republican and Democrat alike, really want to do the right thing.
We support the veterans, we want to make sure the system works
as good as we can make it work. Where it doesn’t, we want to im-
prove it. And that’s why we’re here today.

So it’s one of the few committees that I think is really a biparti-
san committee trying to get the job done. We may have differences
of opinion about something that we do and the effects it will have
and whether it will be successful or not. That’s okay. Those are dif-
ferences that we can work out. But they’re not based on partisan
politics we win/you lose type of thing. We’re all trying to make vet-
erans winners in this situation.

Today we are receiving testimony on some challenges facing the
Veterans Benefits Administration, and each of your testimony will
no doubt be enlightening.

The VA pays more than $20 billion annually in compensation
and benefits to veterans and their survivors. Despite the hard work
of dedicated VA employees, for the past decade the VBA has experi-
enced large backlogs, poor timeliness of decisions and poor quality
in those decisions. The pending workload does remain high, and
Congress takes much of the responsibility for that with the passing
of legislation that requires the Department to review and in some
cases readjudicate more than 300,000 claims. Additionally, legisla-
tive and regulatory changes also contribute to today’s backlog.

There are over 8,000 VA employees working on claims across
America. That’s about the size of a small city, more about the size
of an average city that I know. As of March it was taking the VA
263 days to process an original claim for disability that included
between one and seven issues, and 252 days to process an original
claim with more than seven issues. Pension claims were taking 136
days and DIC claims 176 days. It is also taking 623 days to process
an appeal. This is discouraging, to say the least.

The figures I’ve just outlined are daunting. However, on a num-
ber of occasions I’ve met personally with Secretary Principi and
Under Secretary Cooper, and I have every confidence that they
have a firm grasp of the issues facing the Veterans Benefits Ad-
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ministration, as well as the veteran and his family, and they are
going to do all they can to make sure they address the situation.

In my view, the bottom line is that problems VA has are sys-
temic, and it is just very difficult to get closure on many of these
issues. For example, in December of 1993 when Congress was con-
templating the legislation that created the Claims Adjudication
Commission, the pending claim workload was 570,000. And this
past November when the VA Claims Processing Task Force issued
its report, the pending claims workload was 533,000. Why is this?
Because Congress designed a claims system in which there is truly
no finality. In fact, we have a system designed well for what we
get.

But sometimes we have to look beyond the particulars of the sys-
tem and look at the system as a whole and what we have designed.

So frankly, I’m hard pressed to believe that staffing, technology
and other good government initiatives alone are going to solve the
pending workload issue. We may have to look at the policies which
drive this system as well.

At this time I recognize my good friend and gentleman from this
district, Mr. Reyes, for his opening remarks.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. SILVESTRE REYES

Mr. REYES. Thank very much, Mr. Chairman, it’s a real privilege
to have you here in my district. I want to thank you and Ranking
Member Lane Evans for joining us here this afternoon. And we
want you to know that you are very much welcome here in El Paso.

Chairman Simpson, I want to thank you for—in particular, for
agreeing to hold this important hearing here in El Paso. This is the
first time in my service on the Veterans’ Affairs Committee that
the veterans subcommittee has felt it appropriate. I am especially
pleased that it’s here in El Paso.

Too often when we hold hearings in Washington, we do not have
an opportunity to hear from the Department of Veterans Affairs
and employees and veterans who are most directly affected by the
actions that we take in Congress.

I also want to thank the committee staff as well as my staff here
in El Paso for their efforts in preparing for this hearing. Thank you
so very much for all the hard work you’re doing for us.

For all of you veterans, witnesses and local officials who are here
today, I also want to welcome you. Many of our local veterans are
familiar with my town hall meetings, such as the one that was at-
tended last summer by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs, Anthony
J. Principi. It will be interesting for you to know that I have ex-
tended an invitation to Secretary Principi to return this August as
well.

A subcommittee hearing is very different from a town hall meet-
ing. Witnesses who have a prepared a formal written statement
will be called forward to testify. Members of the subcommittee will
be asking them questions about their testimony concerning the
topic of today’s hearing, claims processing, and backlog of the
claims awaiting decision, and the actions the VA has taken to erase
the backlog.

A formal record of today’s proceedings will be published as a sub-
committee hearing record. We will use this information in the sub-
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committee that we hear today to formulate policy and evaluate the
activities of the VA and Veterans Benefits Administration.

As always, if you have any questions about a specific claim or
other VA concerns, please contact my local office here in El Paso
for assistance. And there are a number of staff from my office here
this afternoon if you wish to talk to them this afternoon as well.

There’s no question that the employees of the VA perform a dif-
ficult task. And I know that many of them are still experiencing
the effects of years of downsizing. It is difficult to try to improve
timeliness when a large portion of the workforce is in training sta-
tus. I am also aware that the Waco regional office in particular has
consistently had a lower percentage of claims reversed or remanded
by the Board of Veterans’ Appeals than other regional office in this
country.

The light green line on the chart, that’s the chart right over
there, represents the percentage of the appeals denied by the Board
of Veterans’ Appeals for the first 6 months of the year. As the
graph shows, the Board believes that Waco decisions are correct 53
percent of the time compared with the national average of 40 per-
cent represented by the yellow line. And some offices have even
higher rates; others are considerably lower. Given these figures I
receive many complaints about the timeliness of their decisions and
the growing claims of backlogs in my office here in El Paso.
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Mr. REYES. As you can see from the charts, the backlog of claims
requiring rating by the VA has been increasing at both national
level and in Waco. Claims involving ratings require extensive col-
lection and evaluation of evidence.

In an effort to improve the timeliness of claims, the VA has im-
posed quotas on the regional offices. Though I support efforts to
have reasonable work standards for VA employees, I am, however,
concerned that the quotas were not determined by the ability of VA
employees to meet these standards. Instead, these quotas were set
to meet a previous production quota.

The General Accounting Office recognizes that the Veterans Ben-
efits Administration is likely to have difficulty meeting these goals.
I am concerned that the VA’s compliance with its duty to assist has
decreased while production is being increased. I support realistic
goals. I am concerned that quotas discussed today are not realistic
goals.

As the GAO knows, in some areas it is out of the VA’s control
to effect timeliness. No one benefits when the VA employees are
placed between a rock and a hard place. I am concerned that both
veterans and VA employees will become increasingly frustrated if
employees are forced to choose between timeliness and quality of
work.

Nationally a significant number of VA offices receive orthopedic
examination reports that fail to address the so-called ‘‘Deluca’’ cri-
teria. VA employees are required to take this into account, such as
pain, weakness, the repetitive use of arm, leg or other body parts,
in rating the claim. If the medical examination does not provide
adequate information, the claim can be incorrectly rated. If a VA
employee is faced with accepting an inadequate medical examina-
tion or missing a production quota, there is a strong temptation to
accept the inadequate exam. It is unfair to ask the VA employee,
it is unfair to ask a veteran or veterans, to accept a decision based
on inadequate examination.

There are many reasons for why VA claims take a long time to
decide. Some of those reasons are clearly the VA’s responsibility.
We have seen that in a number of complaints that have been
brought to the attention of my office. And granted, some of these
may not be the fault of the VA. It is my intention to discover why
Waco currently has such significant problems with timeliness but
can also produce adequate statistics on quality. If production
quotas are realistic, only those actions for which the VA is respon-
sible should be used to evaluate timeliness.

I want to work with the Chairman and VA to improve both the
quality and timeliness of the VA decisions. Timeliness should be an
element of quality. If it is elevated above quality in performance
measures, quality is at risk.

The backlog of claims is a significant problem facing the VA and
our Nation’s Veterans. At today’s hearing we will hear the view-
points of veterans, local VA employees, VA central office staff and
the General Accounting Office. I hope that I’m given a better un-
derstanding of the problems from a variety of viewpoints. This will
help us improve the lives of our Nation’s veterans and families.

I want to extend, again, an especially warm welcome to our first
panel of veterans that I work with here in El Paso.
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Mr. Chairman, I thank you once more for your holding this hear-
ing here in El Paso in the 16th district. And as you can tell from
the comments from Mayor Smith, and this morning Mayor Cabal-
lero, and three heads of Chambers, veterans issues are a very im-
portant part of a number in our community and in this whole re-
gion. So we hope to have a productive hearing. We hope to get tes-
timony that will ultimately get us to finding a better solution to
better serve people. And the reason why we serve on this commit-
tee is because of our veterans population and their families. Thank
you.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Reyes. We certainly appreciate
your work and your opening statement.

I want to thank the full Committee’s distinguished ranking mem-
ber, Mr. Lane Evans, for making the trip here to Texas. It’s a real
commitment on his part. And he also has been someone who’s been
very active in the support of veterans across the country and a
great member to work with.

[Portions of this were indiscernible to the court reporter.]

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. LANE EVANS

Mr. EVANS. Good afternoon, everybody. I appreciate your kind
turnout that we’re seeing here. The issues are important not just
to yourselves, but to the families as well. I have a story about the
marines. Sometime ago in taking an Army general to lunch there
was a huge portrait depicting General Cornwallis’ surrender. I
have noticed in this portrait that there are three British Army offi-
cers present backing up General Cornwallis, and there are three
American Army officers backing up General Washington. But there
were no marines. I said to the general, you know why there are no
marines? Because when the fighting is over you don’t need the Ma-
rines. You tell me why this was a story at the Nation’s history. It
wasn’t one written by the President. Think about it for a minute.
It is easy to forget the veterans contribution when the war is over.

And so what we’re seeing today. Those American war Veterans,
disabled veterans forgotten. We know that people from all kind of
backgrounds served in the Armed Forces, and we need to hear from
you today. That’s how legislation gets passed.

I want to thank the Chairman today and thank you all because
I think it’s very important for the citizens to get involved, and I
appreciate it.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Evans.
We look forward to hearing from today’s witnesses. It will be

rather refreshing for us to hear from those of you who work di-
rectly with veterans and their families day to day, day in and day
out.

Will our first panel please come to the table? Panel one is made
up of representatives of the El Paso veterans community: Mr. John
McKinney, Mr. Ron Holmes and Ms. Jane Franks. I’d like to wel-
come you and thank you for being here today.

Let me educate you, first, on our system there of green and red
lights. We would appreciate it if you could keep your testimony to
5 minutes. Your entire testimony will be printed in the record. And
then we will open it up to questions from the panel here.
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I do appreciate your being here. The green light means go, the
red light means stop or shortly thereafter. We don’t enforce it real
strong, but that’s to kind of give you an indication of where you are
on time.

STATEMENTS OF JOHN McKINNEY, REPRESENTATIVE OF EL
PASO VETERANS COMMUNITY; RON HOLMES, CHAIRMAN,
VETERANS ADVISORY PANEL; AND JANE FRANKS, COM-
MANDER AND CHAPTER SERVICE OFFICER, DAV NORTH-
EAST CHAPTER 187

STATEMENT OF JOHN McKINNEY

Mr. MCKINNEY. Mr. Chairman and members of the subcommit-
tee, thank you for coming to El Paso to allow us to present to you
our concerns involving the management of disability claims for our
veterans. The Department of Veterans Affairs annual booklet enti-
tled Federal Benefits for Veterans and Dependents states, and I
quote, ‘‘Disability compensation is a monetary benefit paid to veter-
ans who are disabled by injury or disease incurred or aggravated
during active military service,’’ unquote.

This compensation is an entitlement, not discretionary, due the
individual for having served his or her country, but who, when sep-
arated, returned to civilian life in a physical condition adversely
different than when he or she entered military service. This being
the case, we fail to understand why the disability claims processing
system, which has been in effect for years, often seems to fail the
very veteran and others it is designed to help. What part of veteran
and what part of entitlement is it that the Department of Veterans
Affairs and Veterans Benefit Administration, responsible for dis-
ability claims, seems not to understand?

The problems with claims processing seem to worsen as time
goes on, yet our government continues to depend on our military,
the future veterans, to serve political objectives, sending men and
women into harm’s way without the right to decline assignments
or missions and the lack of conventional workers’ compensation
coverage. If the current system cannot take care of today’s veterans
in a timely and efficient manner, what can future veterans expect?

You are fully aware of the increasing backlog of veteran claims
and appeals, easily approaching the 600,000 mark, with applica-
tions increasing as recognition is given to additional Agent Orange
effects and bloodborne diseases. We have yet to know what health
issues may come from the war in Afghanistan that our government
will initially deny then admit to. We accept that as applications in-
crease, there may be a lengthening in the claims process, but we
also expect our government to react accordingly, being proactive,
not reactive. We hear from the Secretary of Veterans Affairs that
the problems of claims are being and have been identified and will
be addressed. He asks us to just give him time, about 2 years. Even
some of our national veteran service organizations tell the mem-
bers to just wait. Both are unacceptable.

World War II veterans are dying at the rate of 1,300 daily. In
2 years we will lose over 949,000. How many of these will die while
waiting for their entitlement? Yes, the Veterans Administration
initiated Tiger Teams to address claims of many of these older vet-
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erans, but why does it take special treatment to address an entitle-
ment? And what of Korean War veterans approaching the same
years in their lives as the World War II veterans? More Tiger
Teams to adjudicate their lingering claims as they begin to die at
increasing rates. What help is it to tell a veteran his claim is fi-
nally being addressed after being in the system for 2 years and him
having reached the age of 70 or older? What help is it only to have
that veteran die without ever getting his entitlement because of a
system that failed him? And what of his family, who may have
gained some financial benefit had the claim been approved while
the veteran was alive?

The disability claims process seems to be oriented more on how
much the government can save by inefficient management rather
than what can it do to compensate the veteran for service to the
country. The sad part is that the system is people, people whom
veterans believe forget those who served, those entitled to com-
pensation for disabilities. Yes, there are invalid claims, and they
too take time to process and weed out. We accept that.

But what of the veteran who feels he has waited long enough for
a claims decision, who calls the regional office seeking information,
gets to speak to a computer and not a person, or gets told records
are not available or still being worked on, and leaves with the feel-
ing that because he sought information, his record will be placed
on the bottom of the stack rather than being replaced where it
was? How is he being served by the very government who de-
manded or expected his service, his loyalty, and his dedication?
Simply stated, he isn’t.

I am sure you are familiar with the Cooper Report, which identi-
fied many issues with the Veterans Benefit Administration. Admi-
ral Cooper is now in a position to correct or attempt to correct the
same issues his task force identified. The question which needs to
be asked is why has it taken so long for someone to identify person-
nel shortages, lack of adequate and effective training, lack of prop-
erly motivated employees, poor management, lack of adequate su-
pervision, lack of accountability and the many other things identi-
fied as contributors to a poor claims processing system?

Where was the necessary oversight from outside the Veterans
Benefit Administration and even outside the Department of the
Veterans Affairs? Where were the changes to the Civil Service
rules and regulations which could expedite the release or termi-
nation of ineffective and inefficient employees who place them-
selves above the veteran they were and are obligated to serve? Why
can a private company or corporation terminate employees for fail-
ure to perform their jobs with a pink slip, yet the Federal Govern-
ment requires a burdensome bureaucratic process to accomplish
the same thing. Are Federal employees above everyone else? I
think not, nor should you.

Congress manages the pursestrings and should provide the over-
sight seemingly lacking here. Congress should be demanding and
getting results. All of these problems exist using taxpayer dollars.

The congressional solution always seems to be to provide more
money for more employees. More people in the processing system
will equate to more processors and more timely results. New people
need time to be trained. Older, qualified, and I emphasize quali-
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fied, people need to train the new ones, thus slowing down the
process. And while being trained, attrition will reduce those quali-
fied to teach.

Which takes us again back to Congress saying the system needs
more people. What about ensuring those in the system do the job
they were hired to do or terminate them? What about terminating,
not just relocating, those supervisors who do not demand quality
performance or who do not exercise quality supervision? Account-
ability doesn’t seem to be part of the claims processing system.

Last, let me briefly address a local claims issue. The Waco Re-
gional Office initiated a local program designed to expedite the
predischarge program for disability claims. A Veterans Benefit Ad-
ministration claims processing office was opened which signifi-
cantly enhanced this program, yet did nothing for other local veter-
ans. Frustration set in when an exceptionally well-qualified indi-
vidual in this office indicated a willingness and desire to help these
latter individuals, then departed. We were then told the same as-
sistance would be reinitiated, but with less qualified individuals,
whose supervisor is 600 miles away. Is this adequate service to the
veteran? Hardly.

Why do we have to continually be faced with frustrations con-
cerning our entitlements? The Veterans Healthcare Administration
recognized the need to bring healthcare closer to the veterans and
reacted by adding, and continues to add, community-based out-
patient clinics to its healthcare program. Where are the veterans
benefits local assistance offices, adequately staffed, managed and
supervised, designed to bring benefits assistance closer to the
veteran?

The question which must be addressed in all of this is, when will
the veteran come first and not the process?

I thank you for your time and attention.
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you for your testimony, Mr. McKinney.
[The prepared statement of Mr. McKinney appears on p. 51.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Mr. Holmes.

STATEMENT OF RON HOLMES, CHAIRMAN, VETERANS
ADVISORY PANEL

Mr. HOLMES. Mr. Chairman, Congressman Reyes and Congress-
man Evans, for the record, my name is Ron Holmes, and I’m the
chairman of the Veterans Advisory Panel and the regional coordi-
nator for Operation Desert Shield/Desert Storm. I would like to
thank all of you for coming to our city to listen to what we veterans
have to say.

I have been involved in the Benefits Division of the Veterans Ad-
ministration since August 1998. Since then I have kept up with
training and the law as it pertains to benefits delivery. My com-
ments come from assisting claims directly, assisting veterans that
have been referred to me by the VA clinic, also veterans the Con-
gressman sends, out-of-town veterans, widows, and dependents on
a part-time basis.

The Veterans Administration has stated since 2001 that the
claims backlog was the number one problem to be addressed. Also,
the Veterans Administration was mandated to assist in the
processing of claims while previous claims that the VA did not as-
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sist had—also had to be redone. Congress mandates new policies,
seeks to help new veterans’ needs, but does not follow up on ac-
countability to see what the results are. The Veterans Administra-
tion’s policy so states that if a veteran is in need of assistance, the
VA should grant the claim or prove that the claim should be de-
nied. In some cases the rating specialists overrule statements from
the doctors. Too much time during remands causes the VA employ-
ees to be doing the same claim over and over, which is not cost-
effective.

The new duty to assist puts the vet’s file in a cabinet for approxi-
mately 4 months while letters are sent out to find assistance. Usu-
ally when the VA seeks information, the request by the government
has more persuasion than a personal appeal.

It is my understanding that the Veterans Administration is now
hiring new employees. Unfortunately, the results are not substan-
tial. It seems that the training time takes a longer time, and the
outcome of the training has not been beneficial in the final product.
Some employees endure lack of supervision or a supervisor. Living
in El Paso puts us 700 miles away from the supervisor, which
makes it difficult to correspond. I can attest honestly that there are
some employees who will go out of their way to aid and assist those
in need of answers. Similarly, there are those who could care less
and tend to slow down the process of record verification, et cetera.
Management does not seem to anticipate employee changes to keep
up with the flow of work.

I see no end to this situation since employee are unable to be
permanently dismissed. I feel there are those who should be fully
rewarded. And there are those who should be dismissed. Training
or retraining on procedures could be a remedy if history warrants
it.

Being that El Paso has a rather large veteran population, the
workload problems are at a high percentage. There is some down-
time during which times the claims go back and forth to Waco, TX,
and, of course, this hinders the process of the claims. There are
also conflicts of personality when you contact someone in Waco. I
feel this is due to a lack of supervision, no conformity of process,
and too many hands involved, which leads to mistakes.

If a veteran contacts the Veterans Administration, they should
get an accurate answer upon request. The Veterans Administration
usually contacts the veteran only once during this period with a
letter that states they sent the letter, but the veteran did not
apply. There have been times when the paperwork never reached
the correct individual or the letter has been mishandled, lost or
misplaced in someone else’s letter.

I don’t feel that death and indemnity compensation should take
8 months to finalize. There should be a clear and accessible emer-
gency claims process under these circumstances. We should focus
on how to best help the veteran and less on the struggle between
management and the employees.

Although the Waco office is distant from El Paso, the people here
have gone from a negative attitude to a more positive one in the
last couple of years. In the beginning, since I became a member of
Disabled American Veterans, the process was difficult enough for
the veteran himself. Service organizations were not supplying
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qualified service officers. And now the regional office, Congress,
and some veterans organizations began working together as a team
to assist veterans in our community, and thus the morale
heightened.

The Veterans Administration regional office began working with
Congressman Silvestre Reyes with a program to rate claims locally.
There were some service organizations that were not willing to par-
ticipate in the program and this, we thought, would create a hin-
drance and not be cost-effective. Over time we have learned to seek
each other out and ask for help or advice. Now we have national
service officers, so a shift in direction is yet to continue.

We believe in give a little and take a little, but at times it can
be quite frustrating. A couple of people—from October 1999 to Feb-
ruary 2001, I worked with a rating specialist in El Paso to assist
veterans who had complicated cases or who were terminal or facing
financial or other hardships. We would discuss all aspects of the
case, and then the veteran could submit their claim for rating.
After February 2001, the director or the senior rater would work
with me on cases that were 2 years or older or a hardship, but it
was less than could be offered before. The Congressman worked at
the regional office to do claims here in El Paso. And the director
stated some veteran service organizations did not want to use this
new system, so that program would not be fully utilized. Some vet-
erans want to take advantage of this new program.

A couple of people wanted to pull their power of attorney so they
could use the new program, and someone at Waco took offense and
accused me and my partner of hurting vets, and we were sus-
pended from doing any claims. This left approximately 400 claims
and veteran claimants with no assistance and no one to go to in
El Paso for their claim because the organization had the power of
attorney. This only adds to the backlog where it could have helped
it. We help veterans from across the country who have heard of us
or saw our name on the Internet. Many VA employees send veter-
ans to us to assist them.

We will continue to try to help each and every veteran and their
spouses and their dependents. We will continue to train and stay
current with the law. And we will continue to network to help vet-
erans who cannot help themselves.

In closing I want to again thank the committee for coming to El
Paso and listening to me describe what I observed. And I hope this
has been helpful to you as you try to see to it our veterans receive
what they deserve. This is part of the great American dream, and
to inform those who make the laws about our opinions and what
changes are needed.

Thank you, and may God bless you all.
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you. I appreciate your testimony.
[The prepared statement of Mr. Holmes appears on p. 53.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Ms. Franks.

STATEMENT OF JANE FRANKS, COMMANDER AND CHAPTER
SERVICE OFFICER, DAV NORTHEAST CHAPTER 187

Ms. FRANKS. For the record, my name is Jane A. Franks, and I
am currently the commander and chapter service officer for the
Disabled American Veterans, chapter 187 here in El Paso.



16

Mr. Chairman, and members of the subcommittee, I have identi-
fied those areas that veterans feel need the most attention from
Congress, the amount of paperwork and time it takes to get reg-
istered in the Veterans Administration system for VA identifica-
tion.

Following that process, the veteran usually has to wait for at
least 6 months for a first appointment to see a primary care physi-
cian. This does not include additional time for appointments and
specialists and test results that may be necessary to file a claim.
For a working veteran this may be difficult due to having to take
time off from the job. Also, this is not compatible to get an adju-
dication process. Claims are adjudicated prior to veterans seeing a
doctor at times. There are still some VA physicians unwilling to
state an opinion in writing for the veteran to help support the vet-
eran’s claim. However, there is a VA directive that states that VA
physicians may provide statements and opinions for the veterans.

Patients feel that they are being over-medicated versus their ill-
nesses is actually being treated. Transportation problems cause
problems with claims to be filed. Here in El Paso, where we have
only an outpatient VA clinic rather than a full facility VA hospital,
many patients are referred to see doctors at the VA hospital in Al-
buquerque, New Mexico, which is approximately 250 miles away.
Many of our elderly veterans do not have the ability to drive the
distance and have no other means of transportation. Many are
being told that it is their responsibility as a veteran to arrange
their own transportation to make their appointment. This inter-
feres and causes delays for claims to be processed.

On January 2001 a local rater, VA rater, who had an open-door
policy to assist veterans with special claims retired. Prior to that,
as a chapter service officer, at the claimant’s request I was assist-
ing the veterans by going with them to the local VA rater to dis-
cuss their case. This also helped eliminate prolonged processing
time. If I had followed regular procedures by trying to handle a
special claim through my own organization at the regional office in
Waco, TX, there were a number of times that I would be told that
the national service officer who was assigned to the case was un-
available at the time, and that my phone call would be returned.
In most cases my phone calls were not returned, and I would con-
tinue trying to contact a national service officer assigned to the
case and again be told the person was not available. This definitely
caused problems and delays on the claim and would also frustrate
the veteran as well.

On June 2001 my company service officer in my chapter who I
associated with made a visit to our organization’s regional office
and met with the regional office national service officer’s supervisor
to try and form a team that we can both together work—work out
special claims.

At that time the regional national service officer’s supervisor had
told both myself and my associate that he had no complaints or
was against us from taking claims directly to the VA rater, and
that he was at that time unwilling to work out a team or system
to assist us.

This has reflected against some claims both my associate and I
have handled. For instance, there was a claim for a widow whose
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husband passed away prior to him receiving his compensation.
There was also a veteran’s claim where a mistake was found that
the VA made that our national service officer just signed off on the
claim, and the claimant had to go through the process again to be
corrected. Since that time, because both my chapter service officer’s
associate and I have taken steps to assist the veteran in their best
interest, our chapter has been put under suspension from doing
any service officer work. This action has greatly affected approxi-
mately 400 plus claims pending both within our own community
and outside. For example, a veteran who sought my assistance in
another State with their claim has been be categorized from expe-
dite to taking us up to 24 months before the case is reviewed, but
yet it is in the hands of a VA rater.

Having a local regional VA office would help eliminate processing
time and expedite special cases that would help cut down the back-
log of cases which both the VA regional office and the regional of-
fice of our own organization claim to have. This means that various
organizations would have to allow their chapter service officers to
utilize a local regional VA office directly for special claims. My ob-
jective is to assist the veteran to be awarded their entitlements
within a reasonable time and fulfill the mission stated by my
organization.

Mr. Chairman, the veterans appreciate the oversight provided by
this committee in helping the Veterans Board of Appeals meet its
responsibility to our Nation’s veterans and their families.

Thank you for hearing me.
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Ms. Franks. I appreciate your testi-

mony also.
[The prepared statement of Ms. Franks appears on p. 57.]
Mr. REYES. Mr. Chairman, and I just want to thank the panel.

I’m familiar with their dedication and commitment to the veterans
of our region, and really appreciate your hard work.

In your testimony, this question goes to Mr. Holmes, you testified
that there is a disconnect between El Paso and Waco. So my ques-
tion to you is what is the first action by this subcommittee to the
Department of Veterans Affairs that you would recommend to be
taken specifically to remedy the handling of benefits claims in case
backlogs regarding this disconnect between El Paso and Waco?

Mr. HOLMES. Well, sir, I think that if they had a supervisor here
and they could maintain the regional office. I hear that that’s com-
ing, but I would think that if we could deal with the 50,000 vets
that we have here, if we could have someone to be held accountable
and someone to go to if we have a problem with the rater, that we
could solve a whole lot of problems locally. Not only that, but the
service organizations who work that rater would learn what that
rater wants in order to get a claim through.

So you would be being trained on the process at the same time
you’re filing a claim as opposed to making a claim, sending it to
a far-off land and waiting ’til it comes back with it being decided.
If there was someone locally and there was a problem, you could
talk right now. We could fix it immediately. But if you have to call,
it’s phone tag. Oh, he’s not there, I’ll call you back. He’s not there.
And in the meantime, what happens to this veteran who probably
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gets upset, goes to another organization and puts his file at the
bottom of the stack?

Mr. REYES. Mr. McKinney?
Mr. MCKINNEY. Sir, I agree with Mr. Holmes. When you look at

the local office, the people here are qualified in part to do the job
that’s being asked of them. The situation that we’ve got is we had
an individual here with probably exceptional quality adjudicating
claims and providing advice and assistance. We now have a situa-
tion where we have newer employees. We don’t have a local super-
visor with that added expertise, that added experience that these
individuals do not have.

So we’re faced with a situation of having to go external to the
Waco office either telephonically or by mail, and sometimes the
claims themselves have to be sent. It goes back to my comment on
lack of adequate supervision in management, in my opinion.

Mr. REYES. Ms. Franks, do you have anything?
Ms. FRANKS. If we were to have a local regional office that orga-

nizations in our community would allow the service officers or post
chapter service officers to utilize only for special cases, we’re not
taking every case, that would help expedite these cases. And as Mr.
McKinney and Mr. Holmes already mentioned, it would reduce the
backlog in Waco.

The other thing is this: Many of these cases we’re talking about
are people with terminally ill situations, widows who have lost
their husbands who were the veterans, and they depended on that
income to live on on a daily basis, and they have now lost that.

So these are the kind of claims we’re talking about being able to
utilize a local regional office to help expedite these type of cases so
they would not have to wait.

Mr. REYES. The other thing that intrigues me is the issue of the
400 veteran cases. Are those cases—you’re telling me are they in
limbo today.

Mr. HOLMES. Yes, sir. Once the organization takes the power of
attorney, then even realistically that veteran no longer can rep-
resent himself, okay, because someone else has that power of attor-
ney. So if goes somewhere else, then he has to file for new power
of attorney and wait ’til it has gone through the system so that
they can go down and check on the status of the claim, which is
approximately 2 weeks.

So with those cases being—sitting in a filing cabinet and not only
can her or I not go, but no one else in the chapter can go get the
file. So that leaves those people without any representation, with-
out anyplace to go, and, in my estimation, without any reason for
it.

Mr. REYES. So if—from your experience, if one of those cases or
really any veteran’s case that meets the criteria, are you able to
obtain expedited consideration of some of these claims for veterans
that are either terminally ill, homeless, severe financial hardship,
or those kinds of cases; is that possible to get that kind of service
from the Department of Veterans Affairs in Waco.

Mr. HOLMES. It is possible to get that, but I cannot without going
through my organization. And I cannot go directly to the VA, like
I said before. So I had the help of the director and the raters in
Waco, but then I was told I cannot do that anymore.
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Mr. REYES. And assuming that my office has been advised that
there is a current effort to put a supervisor in place here in the
local office, will that in itself solve some of these issues that you
have brought here, or are we still going to have the veterans
waiting?

Mr. HOLMES. No. I think that will go a long way to address a
lot of the issues and will help the majority of the vets, because
there are other particular issues and different things for each vet-
eran that might need to be addressed by a supervisor here. But
that would give you more bang for the buck in the end.

Mr. MCKINNEY. I agree with that, sir. The problem that we’re
faced with is we have been hearing for about a year and a half that
there may be a supervisor out here. The supervisor is needed. The
supervisor is the one that has the initial expertise, has the initial
qualifications that the local people may not, based upon their time
in the system and lack of experience. But we’re kind of getting
tired of hearing that it’s coming. We would like to see it material-
ize.

Mr. REYES. Thank you.
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Reyes.
Mr. EVANS. I have no questions.
Mr. SIMPSON. It seems like your testimony, most of it, centered

around people problems. Is that an accurate statement?
Mr. MCKINNEY. Yes, sir.
Mr. SIMPSON. Do you have any recommendations in the system

as a whole? Like people problems are something that needs to be
addressed, and I understand the difficulties with civil service and
so forth that exists, but system problems are something that—it’s
somewhat hard to legislate people problems, but system problems
are something that we look at, too.

Mr. HOLMES. Yes, sir. I believe it’s as simple as accountability.
If you go and you deal with a rater or a veteran service representa-
tive, and you come away from that meeting with a clear under-
standing of the next phase of the process, when you get to the next
stage, you shouldn’t be hit with some new thing, you know.

I think sometimes personalities get involved. And then if you go
to one person, you could get help; if you go to a different person,
you don’t get help because of that personality problem. So I don’t
know what you could do about trying to legislate personalities.

But I just think if we could hold more people accountable, and
maybe if there was something that happens—because I think even
the veterans community thinks there’s nothing we can do to get rid
of these employees that hinder our goal. So I just think if there was
some kind of an example out there that we can say, look, we’re
changing things. And as an example, you know, you have had prob-
lems with this person, and that person is no longer there, but if
you transfer them to Roanoke or some other place, you’re just shift-
ing the problem to another town.

I think the VA has good, responsible people for the most part,
but if you have to deal with those other ones, those are the ones
that leave a sour taste in your mouth. And that’s what you remem-
ber at the end of the day, not the ones that you dealt with, but the
ones that aggravated you to no end.



20

I think if we had accountability from the top down, and the bot-
tom up, that a lot of these problems would be solved, And if we had
someone to go to after, you know, after a while and say, enough
is enough.

Mr. MCKINNEY. The other situation, you’ve got a systemic issue
being the VBA is attempting to do jobs that are mandated by law,
Title 38, which is very voluminous, and very few people, I would
venture to guess, fully understand everything that it’s in. Some of
that, we try and fix it with technology, computer systems. Unfortu-
nately, there are times when we try to do too much simultaneously
instead of incorporating things so people can understand them and
make changes to them and you have a logical progression.

There are times when we attempt to force too much on people
who may not understand the process to begin with. Then we want
them to use technology that they may or may not fully understand.
There’s a training issue involved, again, which creates a length of
time.

But when we’re looking at the systemic issues, we may be at a
point where we’ve got to take a step backwards, as much as I hate
to say that, because it’s a system that’s been around for a long
time. But we may have to take a step backwards and look at every-
thing we’re attempting to force on some of these agencies, take a
logical look at what is there, what seems to work, what might
work; not have to collect the information, not have conflicting tech-
nologies, but something that everybody is able to use and build on
that, instead of forcing things on people simultaneously where ev-
erybody has to step back, the system falls apart.

Again, it goes back, you’re still relying on that person. The per-
son has to be trained to use the technology. If they don’t under-
stand the system to begin with, and the technology, we’re not going
anywhere. We’ve still got veterans waiting for entitlement.

Mr. SIMPSON. Ms. Franks.
Ms. FRANKS. One of the things that we face as a chapter service

officer is even if a system is brought into the area, it’s going to be
left up to the organizations whose various organizations in our area
will allow the service officers to utilize this service that the VA
would be willing to give us so that then it would be effective.

To me it doesn’t make any sense to—I’m for the VA all the way,
they’ve worked with us. However, the problem is getting the orga-
nizations in our area willing to work with the VA and allowing
their local service officers to utilize that service the VA is going to
offer.

Mr. SIMPSON. Let me ask one question. As you may or not may
be aware, reopened claims outnumber original disability claims by
2-to-1. Until recently that was 3-to-1. As I said, Congress is begin-
ning to look at policies that drive the claims processing system.

In the year 2000 former Committee member chairman Bob
Stump asked the General Accounting Office to survey veterans
about the option, let me repeat, the option, of taking a lump sum
disability payment.

Now assuming that this was available to you, and understanding
that such an option would not affect the ability to receive VA
healthcare and other benefits such as education, but would prevent
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that individual from reopening their claim for compensation for
that disability, would you consider taking a lump-sum payment?

Mr. MCKINNEY. No, sir. And I draw disability benefit. I under-
stand the rationale. But what you’re attempting to do is clean out
the system. And you’re going to that individual and saying, we’re
going to offer you X amount of money, take it and leave so we can
get on. You can get on with your life, and we can get on with your
system.

In the long run that individual may lose, as well as his depend-
ents or family members may lose benefits down the line. It’s hard
to calculate what an individual’s disability is worth in a lump-sum
manner. But if he or she accepts that, he or she is basically saying,
I want nothing more to do with the system other than healthcare,
and it may still be available to him. But it almost appears that it’s
a methodology to clean out the system so we can come back and
say, see, we jumped from this many pending down to this many
pending because we cleared up all of these. You haven’t cleared up
anything.

What it did is you’re buying off the person. Some may accept
that, either late in life, they may be terminal, They may accept
that just to have something. But if people calculate it out, and do
the same thing with Social Security, in the long run it works
against you if you take instant payment and shove aside anything
you that may be owed you.

Mr. HOLMES. Just as an example, in 1995 I was ten percent, now
I’m 100 percent. So I could have sold myself out on that. And
there’s a lot of veterans who get in trouble financially and would
sell their soul, so to speak, for that extra money because that’s
what they need now. And the veterans community deals on what
we need now.

And I think that there would be some people that would take ad-
vantage of that program, but I think it would be a detriment to al-
most everyone.

Ms. FRANKS. I totally agree with what they both said. I have
seen it happen, for instance, a soldier who has been discharged and
been given severance pay—this is just an example—for the medical
they could be offered $30,000. That, as a whole, receiving a check
for $30,000 looks like a whole lot of money, but in a very short time
they find that the money is then gone, and then they have nothing
to live on after that.

With the cost of living continuing to increase, there is no way
that there is an amount, I feel, that can be offered to a veteran to
help support them for the continuance of their entire lifetime.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate those responses. As I understand, ac-
cording to the survey that was done, about 49 percent of the veter-
ans thought it would be a good option. And I repeat, it would be
an option. I hate to be too internalistic with it. I assume veterans
can make decisions for themselves, and they could decide for them-
selves whether that would be in best interest or not in their best
interest.

I do appreciate your responses. And before I let you go, there is
one thing I would like to say—and I notice this is hard to do, I
don’t expect a response, if you would like to think about it—and
that is that sometimes we build a system by tinkering with it here
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and there. Then pretty soon we’ve got a bureaucracy buildup.
Sometimes it’s best if we look at what we would do if no system
existed and we tried to create one. Is this the system we would
have built? If not, what would we do to create the system that we
would like to serve the veterans more efficiently and effectively?

If you have ever thought along those lines, about what you would
do if you were given control of everything for a day, I’d like to hear
from you, if you have any suggestions.

Mr. REYES. Could I ask you to give another opinion? You know,
in committee we often get testimony from many different veteran
service organizations, and conceptually veterans helping veterans
seems to be a common theme.

I’d be curious to know your experience that you have, extensive
experience working with the Department of Veterans Affairs on
issues. Do you generally get better service from employees that are
veterans or employees that have no service background? That also
is an issue that I’ve always been curious about.

Mr. HOLMES. On the whole, I think we get better service from
those who understand our problems. And besides, as opposed to
those who have never served, I don’t think they understand it. And
it’s hard to explain to somebody, you know, what our issues are.

Mr. REYES. Kind of a general rule?
Mr. MCKINNEY. In response to that, Congressman, let me put it

back at you, those of us that are veterans, and I know you are,
those of us that are veterans feel that we have a friendlier Con-
gress when we have a majority of Congressmen who themselves are
veterans. That’s not the case today, and with each succeeding elec-
tion it’s fewer and fewer.

That’s a case of veterans helping veterans, because when we’re
dealing at the level that you all work at, when you’re in your ses-
sions when you’re talking to each other, if you’re talking veteran
to veteran, you will have, I believe, a better understanding of veter-
ans issues because you’ve been there. We as veterans feel the same
way.

If we are dealing with a veteran, we have an initial feeling that
this person, he may not agree with us, he or she may not agree,
but at least will understand where we’re coming from as opposed
to dealing with an individual who has no concept or no reality, in
our opinion, of what the military is about, was about, or may be
about.

Mr. REYES. Ms. Franks, do you have a comment?
Ms. FRANKS. Yes, sir. I have come across that. This is why we

have pending right now 400 plus claims. Because of the fact that
they have been told that they cannot go elsewhere to seek assist-
ance. However, because we ourselves are veterans and we know
where they’re coming from, and we understand what they gave for
their country, and what they have earned as giving their life up for
this country, then all the more it’s easier for us to work with them
and them to work with us, rather than with someone who has
never experienced that at all.

Mr. REYES. Thank you.
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you all very much. We appreciate your

frank comments this afternoon. You’re dismissed. Thank you.
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Panel two may approach the witness table. We have Mrs. Mary
Ann Stewart, who is also representing veterans of El Paso. Ms.
Cook is a longtime VA employee and is representing the American
Federation of Government Employees.

Ms. Stewart, Ms. Cook, we welcome you to the committee and
are looking forward to your remarks. And again, we ask that you
limit your remarks to 5 minutes, and your full testimony will be
included in the record.

Ms. Stewart, we’ll start with you.

STATEMENTS OF MARY ANN STEWART, SOCIETY OF MILITARY
WIDOWS, CHAPTER 30, EL PASO, TX; AND BARBARA COOK,
LOCAL PRESIDENT, AMERICAN FEDERATION OF GOVERN-
MENT EMPLOYEES, AFL-CIO, LOCAL 2571

STATEMENT OF MARY ANN STEWART, SOCIETY OF MILITARY
WIDOWS, CHAPTER 30, EL PASO, TX

Ms. STEWART. My name is Mary Ann Stewart. I belong to the So-
ciety of the Military Widows here in El Paso, TX.

Mr. Chairman and members of the subcommittee, as a member
of the Society of Military Widows, I appreciate the support that you
have given us, but we still need your help and your voice in Wash-
ington. We have some eligible SBP/DIC widows in our organization,
and we have trouble understanding why some of the Senators and
Representatives who cosponsored the retired pay restoration bills
failed to also support Military Widows Equity Act by cosponsoring
H.R.3183 and S.1506.

This bill would eliminate the widows having to forfeit a dollar of
their SBP annuity for every DIC dollar they receive, The widows
of disabled military survivors who have been unable to work or re-
strict their own employment because of the need to care for their
disabled husbands. The DIC is offset against the SBP annuity, and
the related SBP premium is refunded to the surviving spouse with-
out interest. The SBP premium is refunded in a lump sum, and
this often places a widow in a one-time higher income tax bracket.

The military member voluntarily chose to purchase SBP for his
spouse and family, not realizing there would be an offset for his
widow should his cause of death be the result of a service-con-
nected disability. Federal civilian widows are not penalized with a
DIC offset. Military surviving spouses should be treated the same.

Military widows’ husbands who chose military service as their
career were very dedicated to our country. They moved frequently
in the United States and sometimes overseas, and during wartime
were separated for years. The stay-at-home wives became care-
givers when their disabled husbands needed care for their service-
related illness. I along with other widows would appreciate your
understanding and support of these bills.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Ms. Stewart. I appreciate your testi-
mony.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Stewart appears on p. 59.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Ms. Cook.
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STATEMENT OF BARBARA COOK, LOCAL PRESIDENT, AMER-
ICAN FEDERATION OF GOVERNMENT EMPLOYEES, AFL-CIO,
LOCAL 2571

Ms. COOK. Chairman Simpson and Democratic Ranking Member
Reyes and Congressman Evans, my name is Barbara Cook. I am
president of the American Federation of Government Employees
Local 2571. AFGE represents some 140,000 VA employees across
the country including 389 workers from our local union, which in-
cludes El Paso.

VBA employees care deeply about veterans and their families.
Many VBA employees are themselves veterans. We have seen the
claims process become more chaotic and frustrating. The nature of
compensation and pension or C&P adjudication has grown increas-
ingly complex and legalistic. While rating specialists review and
evaluate technical medical information by complex and often con-
fusing legal standards of proof, management has responded with
new initiatives du jour.

Each new IT system or benchmark does have value, but the feel-
ing of this office is that we are trying to process claims in a con-
stant topsy-turvy state of change. The toll is hard on employees
and is even more difficult for the large segment of our workforce
who have been here 2 years or less.

In the El Paso location, all three rating specialists have less than
2 years of experience in that position. Given this environment, I
greatly appreciate Admiral Cooper’s leadership in trying to better
serve veterans by processing their claims more quickly.

In order to reduce backlog of claims and change how we serve
veterans, VBA is requiring rating specialists to rate a specific num-
ber of veteran claims each day. In turn, each regional office has a
production quota. To meet our quota the Waco office must finalize
4,000 claims each month until the end of the fiscal year. Many of
the regional offices have been directed to double their production
or pay the price.

With these steep quotas the message to ratings specialists is
clear, you must finalize the specific number of claims each day, no
matter what. The pressure to produce numbers, numbers, numbers
is intense and clear. In order to meet this challenging and unrealis-
tic production quotas, we are concerned that rating specialists may
review cases speedily and hastily.

It is our understanding that the first quarter of fiscal year 2002
shows a nationwide decrease in rating quality. Even if the decrease
is slight, AFGE is very worried that our fears about quality may
be realized. If rating specialists are to be pushed to do hastily re-
views to meet these challenging quota, we believe the production
quota should be adjusted to ensure that rating specialists were not
penalized for tackling more complex cases.

AFGE is also concerned that the production numbers create a
disincentive for managers to spend the time needed to train more
employees accurately. Historically, new rating specialists received
considerable training over 2 years. Now training is shortened to
teach trainees 70 percent of what they need to know in about 6
months, and to get trainees rating cases and meeting quotas as fast
as possible with little or no mentoring.
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Likewise, the current quota system does not permit time for
needed ongoing training. VBA is pressing employees to produce
more and more cases, but VBA has limited use of overtime. At the
Waco regional office we can only make our monthly quota with
overtime. The consistent use of overtime each month to meet pro-
duction quotas proves that the quota levels are excessive.

Key in processing claims is our ability to access military records.
Two agencies in the Department of Defense handle military
records, the Department of Defense’s National Personnel Records
Center NPRC and the United States Armed Services Center for Re-
search of Unit Records. The VBA has secured special arrangements
from these two agencies to get records and to process claims filed
by veterans aged 70 and over. This is part of the Tiger Team initia-
tive. Tiger Team gets records in 2 days. In my office it can take
three to 4 months to even get the NPRC to tell us they simply can-
not find any medicals for the veteran. If VBA can make special ar-
rangements to get prompter service from these agencies for some
claims, why can’t special arrangements be made for all claims?

Another widely recognized weakness in our claims processing
system is the disjointed nature of the VBA’s information technology
systems. The monitoring systems do not add speed to the claims
process. Moreover, VBA still requires employees to reenter duplica-
tive data in multiple system programs. All computer systems that
existed in 1977 remain, and have been joined by others. Each pro-
gram may have added valued, but in combination they have not re-
duced processing times because they’re stand-alone programs that
do not communicate with each other. AFGE believes claims proc-
essing times could be improved if VBA would integrate and
universalize information technology applications.

In conclusion, AFGE believes that the current production quotas
are processing VBA should be working to resolve weaknesses in our
ability to obtain needed military records. The VBA should also
move forward to assess and improve current IT initiative by inte-
grating systems.

I thank you for the opportunity to testify today and to offer a
view on the claims processing.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Ms. Cook. I appreciate your testimony.
[The prepared statement of Ms. Cook appears on p. 63.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Mr. Reyes.
Mr. REYES. Thank you.
First and foremost, you know that I sit on the Armed Services

Committee, and we certainly are going to refer your testimony to
our committee inservices. We hope to have some good news for you
in the near future. But thank you very much.

Ms. Cook, I guess my first question is that the current quota
called for 3.5 cases per day as it’s related to work. And is it your
testimony that the 3.5 goal is not being accomplished?

Ms. COOK. I think the records would show that approximately
half of our rating specialists are able to make it. These rating spe-
cialists have 2 years or more experience, but the others are not
making it.

The desire or our concern that these rating specialists may be
quickly reviewing cases in order to meet the standard and not
doing a quality job like we would want to do. They’re not doing a
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good job. If you’re faced with trying to reach a quota individually
and stationwide also, you may put back that claim that has more
issues or complicated issues in favor of less complicated claims that
allow you to make that quota goal.

Mr. REYES. So if only half the employees are reaching that quota
goal, then it stands to reason that when you average them out the
production would be what, between 1.5 and 2 instead of 3.5?

Ms. COOK. I would probably say probably somewhere between 2
to 3, more or less.

Mr. REYES. Are there any figures that are available that we
could get?

Ms. COOK. I don’t have any available. I’m sure that Waco man-
agement probably has those figures, but I don’t have those at my
fingertips. I’ll be happy to retrieve them.

Mr. REYES. If you could do that and submit it for the record, I
would appreciate that.
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Mr. REYES. The other question I have is recently the VBA no-
ticed that an increase error related to the VA duty to assist veter-
ans in obtaining evidence has increased. And so based on your in-
formal survey of rating specialists which you testified to, could you
discuss the relationship between processing claims to production
quotas and the reported increase in the area of failure to comply
with the duty to assist?

Ms. COOK. I don’t think it’s intentional on the part of our employ-
ees to do that because they do care, but in the rush to meet quotas,
they may take shortcuts that they normally would not take.

Mr. REYES. Did you hear the previous testimony where there was
testimony to the effect that in some areas doctors are not providing
the necessary evaluations to be able to make a determination?
Again, based on your knowledge of the employees, how prevalent
is that?

Ms. COOK. I don’t know that I can speak to that since I don’t par-
ticipate in that particular function at the VA. I think that there
may be a tendency on their part also to use the system a little fast-
er. I would say the rating specialist has the information there. As
the claims come on, they have a tendency to go ahead and rate
them. And whether it is fully complete or not, I could not address
that.

But the one thing that the veterans can benefit is when we’re
trying to rate the claim to get the veteran some money.

Mr. REYES. The other question I have, how does the Waco office
compare with the national office in these areas, in the areas of pro-
ductivity and quota, those kind of things?

Ms. COOK. As far as production numbers? We are falling in the
lower half, I think, of the Nation on making those numbers as far
as individual production. Now the aggregate production for the sta-
tion we were doing well. For some reason we were doing well. We
were meeting goals. If we did not have any overtime usage in order
to meet the national quotas that are set for us. We would not be
able to do that.

Mr. REYES. The figures that I have been given based on pages
that were left in my office are—when you compare it for the quar-
ter October 1st of 1999 to April 12, 2002, it appears that the num-
ber of cases pending over 180 days is increasing. The national aver-
age is now about 41 percent. At Waco that average is about 38 per-
cent. Is that consistent with what you’re testifying to or your
knowledge this afternoon here?

Ms. COOK. That’s correct.
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Reyes.
Mr. EVANS. No questions.
Mr. SIMPSON. First, Ms. Stewart, I appreciate your testimony. As

Congressman Reyes said, we will be forwarding that testimony to
the Armed Services Committee, which has jurisdiction over that
legislation. It is a very important subject. I appreciate your
testimony.

Ms. STEWART. Thank you.
Mr. SIMPSON. Ms. Cook, does a quota—is the quota the same for

someone who has just—a new rating specialist, someone who has
just become trained or just started on the job? Can you comment
on that?



30

Ms. COOK. No, sir. The claims for production were established for
journey level rating specialists that have 2 years of experience so
that each station sets their own level of quota for trainees. So that
3.5 Congressman Reyes was referring to is only for rating special-
ists who have more than 2 years of experience at our office. That’s
approximately 49 rating specialists, although we have about 80 rat-
ing specialists. So about half of our rating specialists are new.

Mr. SIMPSON. What would you say—what’s the average age of
your rating specialists, are they getting up there in age? Because
nationally, as I understand it, we’re going to lose a lot of these peo-
ple who are getting ready to retire.

Ms. COOK. I would say in the next 3 to 4 years we are probably
going to lose a large majority. We have hired new employees to
take their place, hence that makes about half of our staff or work-
force rating specialists that are less than 2 years. But it does take
about 2 years to get really proficient, so you see all types of claims
that come in, not just rating cases. So it does take about 2 years
to get really proficient at what you’re doing.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate all of your testimony relative to the
military records. That just baffles my mind, how it takes so long
to get someone’s military records if we can find them. It seems to
me like we’re blaming the great fire in St. Louis as an excuse for
an awful lot of things that can’t be found otherwise. So I was told
when 9/11 happened and anthrax was found in the House and Sen-
ate and they stopped all mail delivery, someone jokingly said, you
can use this for about a year as an excuse for why you didn’t an-
swer someone’s letter who didn’t get it.

It seems to me like we’re using the fire as an excuse. But it is
a real problem we need to address, not only do we need to address
it for those records of those military personnel that are retired now,
but make sure that we are developing systems so that in 30 years
we don’t have the same problems we’ve got now.

Ms. COOK. I think we have made progress. We just think that
it’s appropriate for all veterans to get the same type of treatment
and expedite them also.

Mr. SIMPSON. Well, I appreciate that. I talked with some of rat-
ing specialists in Idaho. An awful lot of times it seems they’re say-
ing we sent this, now we’re waiting 10 days to get this back and
we’re requesting this and this. And it seems like a system that just
has an awful lot of waiting for information; that we ought to be
able to shorten somehow.

Ms. COOK. Yes, there are some laws that we have to follow and
most guidelines they do the best job they can, but they can also use
those guidelines in order to make a decision.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate your testimony, and thank you for
being here today. We’ll take it to heart and look into it seriously.

Ms. COOK. Thank you.
[The prepared statement of Ms. Cook appears on p. 63.]
Mr. SIMPSON. Will the third panel come forward?
Ms. Cynthia Bascetta is the Director of Healthcare and Veterans

Health and Benefits Issues for the U.S. General Accounting Office.
Ms. Bascetta is accompanied by Ms. Irene Chu, Mr. Martin Scire
and Mr. Greg Whitney.
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STATEMENT OF CYNTHIA BASCETTA, DIRECTOR FOR HEALTH
CARE—VETERANS’ HEALTH AND BENEFITS ISSUES, GEN-
ERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE, ACCOMPANIED BY IRENE CHU,
ASSISTANT DIRECTOR FOR EDUCATION, WORKFORCE AND
INCOME SECURITY ISSUES, GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE;
MARTIN SCIRE, SENIOR ANALYST FOR EDUCATION, WORK-
FORCE AND INCOME SECURITY ISSUES, GENERAL ACCOUNT-
ING OFFICE; AND GREG WHITNEY, SENIOR ANALYST FOR
EDUCATION, WORKFORCE AND INCOME SECURITY ISSUES,
GENERAL ACCOUNTING OFFICE
Mr. SIMPSON. Ms. Bascetta, you may begin your testimony when

you’re ready.

STATEMENT OF CYNTHIA A. BASCETTA
Ms. BASCETTA. Thank you. It’s a pleasure to be here in El Paso

today to discuss the actions VBA is taking to improve its claims
processing performance. As you’ve heard repeatedly in the first
panel, the VBA needs to dramatically improve its performance, but
its track record undermines the confidence of many veterans.

I would like to focus on the facts at hand to look at VBA’s record
and at its prospects for achieving its goals. I’ll discuss first the cur-
rent status of claims processing performance and second, VBA’s
progress to date in meeting its newly set challenges in meeting its
newly set production and inventory goals; and third, long-standing
issues that will affect VBA’s ability to achieve and sustain the 100
day timeliness goal.

Since fiscal year 1999 VBA’s average claims processing time rose
from 166 to 224 days for the first half of this fiscal year. During
the same time period, the average age of pending claims grew from
144 to almost 200 days. Last year the VBA experienced the great-
est increase in its backlog and, at the same time, the greatest de-
crease in its production.

Years of performance statistics like these were enough to cause
the Secretary to establish his task force to recommend immediate
actions to cut the backlog as well as long-term solutions. VBA at-
tributes much of the increase to duty to assist requirements, which
had an immediate effect of adding about 10,000 cases to the inven-
tory as well as a long-term effect which will likely increase overall
processing times for all new cases. Also, while VA’s decision to
allow service connection for diabetes provided an important benefit
to eligible veterans, it generated an influx of claims that contrib-
uted to poorer timeliness. Moreover, the need to train many new
employees and the implementation of new software adversely af-
fected productivity.

VBA’s most current data indeed show recent progress in both in-
creasing productivity and reducing the backlog. It is slightly under
its target for achieving its goals at this point in 2002, but will face
increasing challenges as it ramps up to perform at even higher lev-
els to meet its end-of-year goals. Specifically, it produced 61,000
cases per month this year so far, but VBA must increase this num-
ber to 78,000 to achieve its productivity goal. And, although its
backlog declined by 2 percent during the first of the year, it must
decline 23 percent over the next 6 months to reach 316,000 cases
by the end of the year. Officials at some regional offices told us
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they were having trouble reaching their production targets. Some
said that they were cherry picking—processing the easier cases—
to meet their goals. This might yield short-term improvements in
timeliness at the expense of aging the backlog even more.

VBA, as you know, has established a Tiger Team to process older
cases and resource centers to process ready to rate claims to keep
backlogs down at regional offices with less processing capacity. The
production of these innovative units has been impressive so far, but
so are their resources compared to typical regional offices. The
Tiger Team, for instance, is staffed with experienced employees
who average four completed claims per day. Moreover, it has prior-
ity access to obtain evidence from the National Personnel Records
Center in St. Louis and from VHA physicians.

Let’s assume for a minute that VBA’s assumptions hold, that is,
that claims come in at a rate they expect and that employees con-
tinue to become more proficient. They should be able to come close
to if not meet their production goals. But what about timeliness,
as measured by the 100 day average for processing claims? We be-
lieve that achieving this goal requires more than achieving an in-
ventory of 250,000 cases and preventing future backlogs. For exam-
ple, information technology improvements can significantly affect
timeliness. We recently reported that after 16 years VBA is still ex-
periencing delays in implementing its replacement benefit delivery
system. Other critical factors include reducing delays in waiting for
evidence and ensuring the continuing training and retention of ex-
perienced staff. These not only affect VBA’s ability to realize pro-
ductivity gains but, more importantly, to sustain them.

Mr. Chairman, VBA is demonstrating exceptional effort to im-
prove service to the veterans filing for disability compensation. It
is better staffed than it has been in recent years and it is investing
in training its new employees. But it will also have to address sys-
temic issues, such as long delays in waiting for evidence, that have
been at the root of slow processing times and resultant backlogs.

In addition, timeliness will be affected by factors beyond VBA’s
control, such as future court decisions and the filing behavior of
veterans. For example, VBA will likely need to increase its produc-
tivity even more in the future because veterans’ claims have be-
come more complicated. These cases are harder to process and
make up a growing proportion of the workload. While such factors
are beyond VBA’s direct control, it needs to anticipate and address
them proactively to avoid re-creating its historic performance
problems.

This concludes my hearing testimony. I’d be happy to answer any
questions you may have.

Mr. REYES. Ms. Bascetta, thank you very much for your helping
us in gathering information on this very important issue for our
veterans. I appreciate that very much.

[The prepared statement of Ms. Bascetta appears on p. 69.]
Mr. REYES. You recently found that the clarity of VA letters

needs to be improved. In your opinion, is there a risk of employees
using boilerplate language without proper accommodation in order
to meet production quotas?

Ms. BASCETTA. We did find that, as one of the previous panelists
said, technology can be a blessing and a curse at the same time.
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It can be certainly a great aid in processing claims more quickly.
But if employees are rushing and they’re not reviewing their work
or they’re not tailoring boilerplate language appropriately to spe-
cific claims, then it can have an adverse effect of contributing to
confusing correspondence for veterans, which, in turn, can increase
VBA’s workload, either network if they make errors, or through
more correspondence with the veterans by phone or mail perhaps
taking away from the immediate task to decide the claims.

Mr. REYES. When you determine that—several witnesses have
said there’s cherry picking going on in terms of easier cases. Obvi-
ously, one concern is there are only so many cherries to go around.
What happens when—at the point where there are only hard cases
or moderate cases, however you want to say it?

Ms. BASCETTA. You’re absolutely right. There are so many cases
that a Tiger Team can handle. There’s only so much capacity that
the resource centers have, and at some time we will reach that
point where those offices will have to tackle those difficult or old
cases.

I should point out, though, that from the statistics that we have
nationwide, while some are cherry picking, some are also making
their own attempts to work down their own backlogs. And that is
precisely why the timeliness figures right now are not that good be-
cause they are trying to work down their own older cases.

Mr. REYES. And given the fact that there are some offices that
are trying to do due diligence in terms of not just pouring out the
easy cases for the sake of maintaining the quota, what are your
recommendations to this subcommittee in terms of giving Secretary
Principi, I guess, a new direction in terms of eliminating these
backlogs or being able to address new backlogs adequately?

Ms. BASCETTA. That’s a very broad question. I’m not sure where
to start. One of the——

Mr. REYES. Well, perhaps I can help you. It seems to me that
just putting in a quota system has not worked. And that somebody
should have raised a red flag, initially. Because each veteran’s case
can have up to 17 or 15 different issues that—I think, the standard
is 1 to 7 or more than 7 issues per claim. But be that as it may,
that decision was made, the horse is out of the barn, what could
we do to kind of get things back on track so that we don’t have the
kind of frustrations that is bubbling up all across the country, not
just my district.

I hear from different colleagues, both on the committee and off
the committee, that are wrestling with this issue—a lot of frustra-
tion by the veterans’ committee.

Ms. BASCETTA. Yes, I certainly understand that. I have to say I’m
not sure that setting production quotas was the wrong thing to do.
I think it’s too early to say that. I think the compelling concerns
about timeliness are valid and important and cannot be overlooked,
and that holding people accountable for processing these claims
much faster is very important.

Having said that, of course, processing claims faster that are
wrong would be a problem. But I’m not convinced that VBA is not
continuing to place a high priority on quality.

For example, they are looking at their quality statistics and they
have recently issued a memo showing that with regard to VCAA
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they’re experiencing a degradation in quality. Now, what I would
like to know is whether they have data on why that is happening.
Is that happening because there is something wrong with their
guidance or because people are rushing?

And I’m not convinced yet that they have information about what
the cause of the problem is. This is one of the long-standing prob-
lems that GAO has noted for a long time. We need to better under-
stand from VBA’s data whether or not slowing things down or low-
ering production quotas would produce a better product, or whether
or not there’s something fundamentally wrong with training and
guidance. And until we have that kind of information from the de-
partment we’re just as happy, frankly, to have them set a produc-
tion goal, hold people accountable and make sure that they also
hold them accountable for quality.

Mr. REYES. Maybe another question I have is, were you able to
determine how the VA has determined the quotas? In other words,
how did they settle on the figure of quotas? Were you able to do
that?

Ms. BASCETTA. They seemed to work backwards from wanting to
get the backlog down to 250,000 cases. And from that they assessed
field capacity and allocated specific targets to the 57 regional of-
fices. As you know they made some revisions in those targets.
Again, with a situation as dire as the one that they faced regarding
both backlog and timeliness, it’s hard to fault them for trying to
start somewhere. What we want to see is progress and a better un-
derstanding of the progress they’re making or the progress they’re
not making and once and for all come to real solutions that will
solve these problems for the long term.

This is where we also reported a couple of years ago that without
better data on their actual operations, it’s difficult for us to know
exactly how much they can achieve within the framework of the
current system. I think, the Chairman’s point is important. It could
be that because of the way the system is designed, there are going
to be some inherent limitations on how quickly claims can be proc-
essed. Particularly, with the potential for increases in receipts.

So it’s really incumbent on VBA to get a better handle on the
root causes of their problems so that we can set realistic expecta-
tions and assess performance under the current system.

Mr. REYES. Thank you, Ms. Bascetta.
Mr. Chairman, I can’t help reflect on the fact that this week we

restructured INS and other agencies that have tremendous backlog
and adjudications, and maybe this is something that we need to
consider. Your original question, if you are going to build a system,
is this the system we would want?

Certainly, her testimony is very telling in that VA looked at the
backlog and estimated—if you were going to eliminate in X number
of cases in a period of time, how many cases would each individual
have to complete in order to get us to that point? To me, that’s not
a realistic way of setting a quota. Thank you.

Ms. BASCETTA. Certainly, if meeting production goals require a
lot of overtime, and you didn’t ask that question, so we don’t know
how extensive that might be, regional offices may not be able to
sustain that kind of performance.

Mr. SIMPSON. Mr. Evans.
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Mr. EVANS. [indiscernible.] Thank you, Mr. Chairman, members
of the subcommittee. I think all of this administration has been
trying to get caught up. I’m going to see Secretary Principi on Mon-
day. According to GAO: ‘‘And for example, to meet its goal of com-
pleting 839,000 claims in fiscal year 2002 VBA must increase its
production of claims to 78,000 in the second half of the fiscal year
from 61,000 for the first half.’’ A lot of words there. But the num-
bers are staggering in terms of how we go about getting to the
backlog reduction. These employees that don’t have skills to proc-
ess these in the time amount of time will lose on production quotas
and be penalized. So I don’t get it.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Ms. Bascetta, for your testimony. I ap-
preciate the interesting questions, that, I think somebody needs to
look at. I have to admit that, Mr. Reyes, I do have concerns about
setting your numbers out there as a goal you have to reach regard-
less, understanding that some claims have two issues and some
have 15 issues and on and on.

But I don’t fault Secretary Principi for setting goals. Setting
goals without a deadline isn’t a goal, it’s just a wish. I think by
putting some numbers out there at least he’s setting something.
He’s setting it high and saying try to achieve this and try to exam-
ine it and see what the result is, trying to provide incentives to the
employees. And it may be that it reduces quality and subsequently
we have more remands and requires more overtime, which isn’t
taken into consideration. And those things have to be looked at as
this is going on.

I’m sure that’s something that the Secretary is going to look at.
Is that your opinion also?

Ms. BASCETTA. Yes, it is. In fact, my understanding is that part
of the Secretary’s expectations for the regional offices is that if they
cannot meet their production targets, they are to provide him with
an assessment of the mitigating factors that created that inability
to perform.

Again, you know, that should be a relief to people that, if they
can explain what they really can achieve, that would be good for
them as well as for their counterparts across the country, because
maybe they can collectively learn where some of the real problems
are in claims processing, or alternatively maybe they can identify
best practices and try to replicate those in other offices.

Mr. SIMPSON. Would you agree that the GAO report basically
looks at the operational aspects of VA’s benefit systems rather than
the policies that might drive the system?

Ms. BASCETTA. Yes.
Mr. SIMPSON. Because it’s been my opinion, we’re not going to be

able to address it, but looking at operational aspects of it, while
those need to be looked at, also, we need to look at policies and
practices. And some of the things that we, Congress, do. So I appre-
ciate your testimony.

If there’s no other questions, we appreciate your being here today
and for the report.

Ms. BASCETTA. Thank you. We appreciate it very much.
Mr. SIMPSON. Our fourth panel consists of Carl E. Lowe, who is

here from the Waco Regional Office, and Robert Epley, Associate
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Deputy Under Secretary for Policy Program Management, Veterans
Benefit Administration, who is accompanied by Mr. Walcoff.

STATEMENTS OF ROBERT EPLEY, ASSOCIATE DEPUTY UNDER
SECRETARY FOR POLICY AND PROGRAM MANAGEMENT,
VETERANS BENEFITS ADMINISTRATION, ACCOMPANIED BY
MICHAEL WALCOFF, ASSOCIATE DEPUTY UNDER SEC-
RETARY FOR OPERATIONS (WEST), VETERANS BENEFITS AD-
MINISTRATION; AND CARL LOWE, DIRECTOR, WACO VA RE-
GIONAL OFFICE, ACCOMPANIED BY MARIBETH CULLY,
SERVICE CENTER MANAGER, WACO VA REGIONAL OFFICE

Mr. SIMPSON. Mr. Epley, we’ll begin with you.

STATEMENT OF ROBERT EPLEY, CENTRAL OFFICE

Mr. EPLEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.
Mr. Chairman and members of the subcommittee, I appreciate

the opportunity to testify at this important hearing. I am accom-
panied today by Mike Walcoff, Associate Deputy Under Secretary
for Field Operations. Mr. Walcoff is deeply involved in one of the
areas we’ve been discussing already.

Your invitation indicated that we should address the challenges
that the VA faces in processing disability claims. I will try to de-
scribe the current status of our processing and the most significant
actions that we’ve taken.

The challenge to process compensation and pension claims timely
and accurately is not a new one. We have been focused on this area
for several years. As you know, we made a concerted effort through
the fiscal year 2000 and reduced the inventory to about 310,000
pending claims. Several factors at the end of fiscal year 2000 and
the beginning of the fiscal year 2001 complicated our efforts and
resulted in greatly increased backlogs. The most significant among
those factors were the enactment of the Veterans Claims Assist-
ance Act and the requirements to conduct special reviews of diabe-
tes claims.

We have taken numerous management actions recently in a con-
certed effort to reduce our inventory and improve timeliness. Sev-
eral of these initiatives derive from the recommendations of the
Secretary’s Task Force on claims processing. We have increased the
resources dedicated to direct claims work; we’re establishing clear
and specific performance requirements for our field executives; es-
tablishing specialized processing teams, which have been men-
tioned to some degree today to streamline the claims process; con-
solidating our pension maintenance work at three pension centers
to remove some of that work from the claims examiners around the
country; changing appeals processing so that the Board of Veter-
ans’ Appeals will independently develop evidence on pending ap-
peals; the establishment of Tiger Teams, which has been men-
tioned; and providing centralized, uniform training for our new
claims examiners to improve the consistency of their results after
their training.

We are beginning to see progress from these initiatives. Our pro-
duction is decreasing dramatically. In the first 6 months of the fis-
cal year 2002, we have nearly doubled the number of rating evalua-
tions we have done compared to our accomplishments one year ago.
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This effort has helped us to stem the tide of increasing pending
claims and to stabilize our processing time, which has been grow-
ing. We believe our plan to reduce the inventory of claims is sound.
We intend to hold to this course of action and steadily reduce the
backlog.

While we press on to improve our claims inventory, we must re-
main attentive to the processing accuracy; we know that. Over the
past few years improvement and accuracy has been one of our top
priorities. Significant progress has been made. Now, with renewed
focus on productivity, some concern exists about our ability to sus-
tain our quality improvements. We understand that this emphasis
on timeliness can adversely effect our quality improvements. We’re
increasing the number of people dedicated to quality assurance,
we’re increasing our case sampling on the quality assurance proc-
essing around the country, and refining our methodology to clearly
delineate benefit entitlement errors. We will continue to assess all
issues in our original STAR methodology, while driving improve-
ment in benefit entitlement decisions.

So our goal is to execute the plan diligently, strike the optimum
balance between productivity and accuracy, and improve service to
veterans.

Mr. Chairman, I think that summarizes my written testimony.
I respectfully request that my full statement be entered into the
record.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that, and thank you for being here
today and thank you for your testimony.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Epley appears on p. 81.]
Mr. SIMPSON. We will now hear from Mr. Lowe.

STATEMENT OF CARL LOWE, REGIONAL OFFICE

Mr. LOWE. Mr. Chairman and members of the subcommittee,
thank you for inviting me to participate in today’s hearing. I am
accompanied today by our Service Center Manager, Maribeth
Cully.

The vital mission of serving nearly 1 million veterans and their
family members is highly motivational to the 468 employees of
Waco VA Regional Office. Our employees are known for their integ-
rity, accountability and pride in accomplishment.

While our Regional Office is located in Waco, our service area ex-
tends from El Paso to Texarkana, and from Austin to Amarillo. We
provide veterans benefits information and services from the re-
gional office and 14 outbased locations.

Our employees conduct over 380,000 telephone interviews with
veterans and dependents annually. They conduct over 82,000 per-
sonal interviews annually, at the regional office and at our
outbased locations. Because of the vastness of our jurisdiction and
to assure that all veterans and their families in our service area
are aware of their entitlement to VA benefits and services, we con-
duct one of the most active outreach programs in the Nation. We
sponsor outreach events in many local communities where we con-
duct personal interviews with veterans and dependents about their
claims, our decisions, and their benefits awards.

Our outreach teams are made up of Veterans Service Represent-
atives, Rating VSRs, Decision Review Officers and Vocational Re-
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habilitation Specialists who volunteer to participate in these out-
reach events that are usually conducted on Saturdays or in the eve-
nings. We have conducted 44 of these events in the last 2 years.

Our employees are energized by their experiences at outreach
events. One of the employees observed, ‘‘I came away with a re-
newed spirit and sharper image of how my job affects people’s
lives.’’ Our central mission is to award VA benefits and services
that have been earned by our Nation’s veterans and their family
members and to keep veterans informed of the benefits for which
they may be entitled. Last August, Secretary of Veterans Affairs
Anthony J. Principi addressed over 1,000 veterans and dependents
during a town hall meeting in El Paso, which was sponsored by
Congressman Reyes. During that event Secretary Principi made a
statement that exemplifies the feelings of our employees about
serving veterans. He said, and I quote, ‘‘These are your benefits,
and we are the means to help you gain access to them.’’.

As a result of awards processed by our staff, over 151,000 veter-
ans and dependents are receiving VA benefits each month. Over
110,000 awards are based on service-connected disabilities. Awards
made at our office have produced VA benefits payments that total
over $90 million per month.

Our Veterans Service Center staff makes nearly 100,000 deci-
sions on claims per year. As of this morning, we have 26,369 claims
for which decisions are pending. In the past 2 months, we have re-
duced our pending workload by 3,000 claims. In the last 12 months
we have established nearly 101,000 claims for processing, including
original and reopened claims.

We are systematically implementing the recommendations of the
VA Claims Processing Task Force. The Task Force was chaired by
retired U.S. Navy Vice Admiral Daniel L. Cooper, who was sworn
in as VA’s Under Secretary for Benefits on April 2, 2002.

The Task Force submitted 34 recommendations for improving
claims processing to Secretary Principi in October of 2001. We have
implemented many of the Task Force’s recommendations at the
Waco office. Even prior to the official release of the report, we had
some recommended innovations in place.

Since many of our employees in decisionmaking positions have
been recently hired or promoted, we provide intensive training for
them. About half of our VSRs and RVSRs have less than 2 years
of experience in their positions.

We carefully plan the use of available overtime funds to achieve
maximum productivity. We focus the use of overtime for processing
claims that have been pending over 6 months, claims from veterans
who are over age 70, and appeals and remands.

We are in complete harmony with Under Secretary Cooper’s vi-
sion of what our employees can accomplish in the future. We want
to serve veterans, their families and the citizens of Texas with all
of the compassion they have earned and deserve. We make exten-
sive efforts to ensure that veterans and their dependents are aware
of the full range of the VA benefits and services to which they may
be entitled.

This concludes my formal presentation to the subcommittee, and
I will be happy to answer questions.
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Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you, Mr. Lowe. I appreciate your testimony
today.

[The prepared statement of Mr. Lowe appears on p. 87.]
Mr. REYES. As you have heard here this afternoon the issue of

backlogs and the mounting frustration of veterans is quite intense
in this district. As you indicated, Mr. Lowe, last August when Sec-
retary Principi was here, one of the issues that I remember at the
time that was addressed was the three ratings specialists that are
here. It is my understanding that on the average, a ratings special-
ist gets training for 6 months. Is that correct?

Mr. LOWE. That’s the beginning of the training session, yes, sir.
Mr. REYES. And the full performance level doesn’t really kick in

until they’ve gotten about 2 years’ experience?
Mr. LOWE. Yes, sir. Having been a rating specialist, it takes

about 2 years to fully grasp all the aspects of the job.
Mr. REYES. With the three ratings specialists that are assigned

here, they’ve been on board over 18 months. Have they not had an
opportunity through training and experience to handle all kinds of
cases here so that they would, as you indicated last August, that
veterans from this area wouldn’t have to be in competition with
other veterans from the rest of the state of Texas? Have you done
anything to provide them that kind of accessibility?

Mr. LOWE. Yes, sir. I’m glad you focused the area in that ques-
tion. Last August, I think, I told the audience at that it was going
to take it another year to be able to address that situation. In fact,
we’ve been able to move that timetable up. We have designated one
of the three ratings specialists at the El Paso office to be a point
of contact for service officers and to work on their claims, while the
other two ratings specialists continue to focus on working the pre-
discharge claims.

So, yes, sir, we have taken steps to do what we promised. You
and I have worked together to try to work it out. We need to under-
stand that this is the only location in our jurisdiction where we
have rating personnel that are working reopened claims. We’re
testing it here. And it’s been in place for 2 months, and if it contin-
ues to work, we plan to try this in other locations with heavier con-
centrations of veteran populations, such as Dallas and possibly
Austin.

Mr. REYES. And the other part of my question deals with the
frustration of the ever-increasing backlogs and the length of time
that it takes to process claims. And I’m talking about the letter
that I think you’re currently advertising for a supervisor for this
office?

Mr. LOWE. Yes, sir. We’ve heard that loud and clear from the
other panels that are here. And just to share with you, there’s even
another position that we’ve been trying to get here to replace what
we call a Senior Adjudicator, a person who, after the work has been
done, after it’s been put in the system, can then authorize the
awarding of benefits. The Office of Field Operations has allowed us
much leeway in trying to fill these positions by allowing us to look
nationwide trying to get somebody to come here with the experi-
ence needed to do this job.

To date, we haven’t had any takers on it. But that doesn’t mean
we’re going to quit trying. We’re going to try to get a supervisor



40

and authorizor. It still would be much better, and the program that
we looked at would be much better off, we could do it the way we
initially designed, in other words start and finish the claim right
here.

Mr. REYES. Exactly. The only other—and I will tell you that I’m
somewhat confused about the numbers and figures. So I would like
to follow-up with you post this hearing. But in terms of—in com-
paring your office with the national average and the number of
cases that are pending over the 180-day period, where is Waco in
that comparison based on what you know?

Mr. LOWE. It depends on what you look at. The numbers I saw
in the paper this morning, those aren’t the correct numbers. We
think that we know exactly what we have pending and we also
know exactly what we have pending for over 6 months. Over 6
months old cases are right at 9,000 cases pending. It’s not the
number we saw according to the paper. We will work with you on
that. We will get you any information you want on that. We check
every day on what progress we’ve made as far as reducing the over
6 months old cases, and also reduce the pending work.

We work with those numbers every day so we know if it was a
good day yesterday or a bad day. And to be honest, the last 2
months that we reviewed we—usually have about 3 days in a
month where the number is a positive, which means it’s going up.

And the rest of the time, for the most part, it’s a negative num-
ber, which is exactly what we’re looking for. We want to see that
number coming down. I know I heard the other testimony from the
other individuals about ‘‘cherry picking.’’ The majority of the cases
that we work, I think it’s 63 percent of the cases, that we complete
in a month are over 6 month old cases. So we’re not picking cher-
ries at the Waco Regional Office.

Mr. REYES. How does that affect the caseload here in El Paso,
the fact that you’re doing 63 percent of the harder cases, which I
will tell you, that’s commendable. But I’m interested—as you say
there are a number of veterans and veterans groups here that are
interested in two things, one, that we fulfill the promise last Au-
gust to make this office here self-contained and they don’t have to
compete with the rest of the veterans in Texas. And number two,
that the bottom line is reduce that waiting time that is exorbitant.

Mr. LOWE. I couldn’t agree more with you. We’re not happy with
the numbers. But I think as the person who represented the GAO
said, we’ve got to start somewhere. We’ve got to work.

You’ve asked me a couple of times, and I wasn’t able to give you
the answer that you wanted, how many of the cases in the pending
workload are El Paso cases? And I don’t have that information. I
don’t track it that way.

The only way I can get that information for you is to look at all
26,000 cases. I personally don’t have that ability to do that. That
was my response to you, it’s still my response to you. So I wanted
you to understand that. I can do it, but I’ve got to put resources
into doing something like that.

Now getting back to your major question, how does that affect
the cases here? All the cases are together, they’re worked by as-
signing digits to our personnel at the office. It doesn’t matter where
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the case comes from. When their number comes up, we have the
supporting information, we need to work that case, we’ll work it.

So hopefully that answers your question.
I know, again, El Paso is the only area, I can’t make this state-

ment strong enough, is the only area in our jurisdiction that’s get-
ting this type of service, more attention to their cases than anybody
else in Texas. Again, and from what we understand it’s working
very well.

Service officers told me twice today, as a group, that it’s working
very well to have a Rating Specialist assigned for them to talk to.
It’s not the way it was back when we first set this up with this
office. It’s not there yet. But it will get there. If it continues to
work and continues to be a positive force, we want to expand; El
Paso is just the first place.

Mr. REYES. So the obvious question is, how do you determine the
effectiveness of the raters here, or how do you make them account-
able if there’s nobody to track productivity?

Mr. LOWE. We know exactly what’s being done here in both cat-
egories. We have the two rating people doing the predischarge
work. We know exactly how many ratings we’ve done and the qual-
ity of those ratings. Also, we know for a fact, predischarge program
work is completed there. But we also know what Joe Esparza is
doing here. And we’re reviewing the work that these people put out
for quality and for the number that they complete.

By the way, the rating person that we had here retired. He and
his wife moved back to the Waco area. He came back to work with
us and worked only El Paso cases. He worked for us for about 2
months before his disability prevented him from doing that. He has
been back on board with us. He had to stop again. But the door
is always open for him to come back and help us. And he was only
doing El Paso cases.

Mr. SIMPSON. Mr. Evans.
Mr. EVANS. I just want to take a moment. Are there a lot of peo-

ple who are getting burn out with overtime and quotas?
Mr. EPLEY. We have required a fair amount of overtime from our

employees for several months to try and address the issue. We’re
trying to manage the effectiveness of overtime and to make sure
that we keep the employees fresh. And I would like Mr. Walcoff to
comment further. It doesn’t become a normal part of our business
and therefore—we don’t want that to be considered routine.

Mr. WALCOFF. Last year we gave overtime to all stations. And
they were able to use it as they saw fit. Many of them worked over-
time every week. Basically the same people worked overtime every
week. We found that as a result of the overtime people were get-
ting burned out. It’s very difficult to do this kind of work week
after week, 6 days a week.

We aren’t handling overtime the same way this year. There are
a combination of ways of giving out overtime. In some cases we
only give it out to stations who have met their goals in the previous
month. Other times we’ll give everybody overtime, but we won’t do
it for consecutive weeks. We will work less weeks and months,
sometimes it’s 1 week, sometimes it’s 2 weeks. We also have over-
time only directed at appeals.
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We have found the productivity that we’ve gotten with overtime
is significant. We are very, very pleased with what we’re getting re-
ported to us and what’s being accomplished. We have a regular re-
porting system that requires a station to report to us at the end
of the week telling us about the production and rating specialists
and their VSRs. We’re really monitoring them very closely this
year.

Mr. SIMPSON. Mr. Epley, Ms. Cook indicated in her testimony
that the IT infrastructure often is counterproductive to meeting the
department’s production goals because of repetitive and outdated
programs. Can you speak to that?

Mr. EPLEY. We have been working for several years to upgrade
our IT structure in making sure that we also address this issue.
The key recommendation was that all offices will use the same
standardized business practices, and all offices around the country
expect to use certain corporate IT processing. One of the findings
of the task force was that sometimes when new information tech-
nology is exported to the field, it isn’t used uniformly and so, it has
that varied results.

What they charged to us, which we are in the process of imple-
menting, was to establish IT processing that will have standardized
establishment claims, standardized practices for tracking the
claims as they’re pending, standardized applications for doing rat-
ings. We are working to fulfill the recommendations of GAO on ap-
proving more ratings, through both the application tools and train-
ing new technicians.

We’re pretty confident by making sure that everybody is using
the same tools and, that instead of rushing to judgment in deploy-
ing them as fast as we can, that we test them first. One example
of that is our process of development being tested right now in Salt
Lake City, which is one of our high producing stations.

We are now in the process of testing at a few other stations and
that will not go forward for national deployment until we’re sure
it operates as advertised.

Mr. SIMPSON. The Claims Processing Task Force recommended
that the Board of Veterans’ Appeals develop additional evidence
rather than remand cases back to the regional offices. This has
started and how do you feel it’s working?

Mr. EPLEY. The recommendation is being implemented. The
Board of Veterans’ Appeals promulgated a regulation that gave the
authority to fulfill the recommendation of the Task Force. And that
has been in the last several weeks. While we were waiting for pro-
mulgation after that, our Veterans Benefits Administration has
been working closely with the board to train people. We also have
a small contingent of Veterans Benefits employees who will work
at veterans appeals to authorize interim benefits in the instance
that an appellant has more than one issue, maybe one is granted,
while the other needs to be developed.

We’ll grant the additional benefits, and then the Board is going
to independently develop for the remaining evidence. They have not
done too many cases, because it’s only about 3 or 4 weeks old. But
what we’ve found so far is that there’s a lot of work to be done,
and we are going to have to beef up our own support.
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Mr. SIMPSON. Is VBA actively working to implement the Task
Force recommendation on specialized teams to adjudicate veterans
claims?

Mr. EPLEY. Yes, we are. We have a group chaired by Carolyn
Hunt, who’ve developed a plan for the specialization. As you know,
the Task Force recommended that we institute six specialized com-
ponents at all of our regional offices to begin with triage of the
claims, so that we can address some of the issues that your panel
has already identified today. We know what needs to be done so
that work can be done as fast as possible.

Then with the development, we must make sure that it doesn’t
languish. If we build up backlog, make that as fast as we can. And
all the way through the appeals team, where we have direct con-
tact, we have established four pilot sites to test out those concepts.
They have been in operation for about a month to a month and a
half. They’re due to report out to us in mid-May, with their find-
ings. Those findings will be evaluated and changes will be made
very quickly so that we can begin the process of deploying the ini-
tiative nationwide.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate hearing your testimony and your ef-
forts to keep an eye on whether quality is maintained while trying
to meet these production goals. Will you continue to track all
STARs errors?

Mr. EPLEY. Yes, sir, we will. One of the recommendations of the
Secretary’s Task Force was to focus on benefit entitlement. We
have altered the methodology of reporting so that we focus on mis-
takes that are directly affecting benefit entitlement.

We will continue to use this STAR methodology to track all the
errors in the original protocol. And we’re also adding, based on
GAO’s report recommendations to us, tracking of some administra-
tive errors. So if we have flaws in our notifications to veterans,
they will be reported, and that information will be sent back to the
office of jurisdiction.

Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you. I appreciate your testimony. Mr. Lowe,
has quality and claims processing been maintaining a way to en-
sure regional office quantity of production?

Mr. LOWE. Yes, it has. We were able to maintain our quality
numbers. We’re above the national average in all categories. And
we were able to maintain even though we are struggling at times
to meet our completion numbers but we think we’re able to do it
and we will continue to do it.

Mr. SIMPSON. Do you anticipate positive results from national
production standards for veterans service representatives from rat-
ing veteran service representatives?

Mr. LOWE. We think so, based on some of the things that we’ve
seen in the last 2 months. Waco didn’t make their number the first
4 months of the year. We have made it the last 2 months when we
started implementing the performance standards and Task Force
recommendations. We think that’s part of a result of putting per-
formance standards in place.

It is causing some of our people some concern. But as our union
president voiced earlier, we’re starting to see people—trying a little
harder, and quality hasn’t suffered at least as of yet. And we track
that also.
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Mr. WALCOFF. If I may add a comment. We discovered, and we
should have known this before, we had 23 stations that had abso-
lutely no floors for the ratings specialists. The Secretary felt that
was unacceptable and I happen to agree.

He directed us to come up with national performance floors for
our stations. The methodology we used to do that was to put a
team together, which included not only managers but also rating
specialists themselves as well as the union representative. To-
gether they came up with the recommendation for the standards
we are now using.

We tested that standard at some offices throughout the country
to see how realistic it was. When we first put it out, we were at
50 percent passing. In the last month we were at 72 percent, and
every month is going up as employees get used to being under
these types of standards. We believe that this is one of the key
components in the overall effort to tackle the backlog.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that. It’s nice to know that came
about.

Mr. Lowe, you said that you have 26,000 cases?
Mr. LOWE. Yes, sir.
Mr. SIMPSON. Production goals were three and a half ratings per

day?
Mr. LOWE. Yes, sir.
Mr. SIMPSON. That’s about 325—80 employees, rating specialists?
Mr. LOWE. 80 to 85. 80 is a better number, I think.
Mr. SIMPSON. 85 would be about 300 cases per rating specialist.

3.5 a day or make that—are we talking about 80 days or 90 days?
Mr. WALCOFF. The standard that we’re talking about, which is

actually 3.6 cases a day, is only for a journeyman rating specialist.
That’s somebody in the job 2 years and also a grade 12.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that. Is it your opinion that there will
be positive benefits from these goals?

Mr. LOWE. Yes, sir, I do.
Mr. SIMPSON. Thank you. How many journeyman adjudicators do

you have in Waco?
Mr. LOWE. 44.
Mr. SIMPSON. 44. About half.
Mr. LOWE. Yes, sir.
Mr. REYES. And with just half journeyman and half trainees you

can still maintain that 3.4——
Mr. LOWE. As Mike said, the rating personnel who are not at this

level are working at a lower level.
Mr. REYES. But the chairman asked you for an opinion based on

3.5 or 85 raters. If half of them aren’t at that level, how can you
make that goal?

Mr. LOWE. We think we’ll be able to make the goal if we continue
to work the way we’re doing in using some of the other resources
that are available to us that was recommended by the commission.

Mr. REYES. Like what?
Mr. LOWE. Like using some of the specialized teams that we’ve

been able to use to triage claims, these are helping us to find ways
to meet that goal. We’re taking advantage of everything that has
been provided to us.

Mr. REYES. Is overtime one of those tools?
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Mr. LOWE. Overtime is a tool. I will say overtime accounts for ap-
proximately 15 percent of what we turn out of the total processed
for a month. And we are one of the stations that are receiving over-
time dollars in support from the Office of Field Operations to do
this.

Mr. REYES. Thank you. Mr. Epley, can you furnish us overtime
data by office for the first 6 months since you’ve been tracking it?

Mr. EPLEY. Yes, sir. May I make a comment on the inventory?
You asked about the 26,000 or 27,000; the majority of those claims
do require the evaluation of our rating technicians, but not all of
them. That 26,000-plus cases includes many cases which do not re-
quire anything outside of a rating specialist. So the math has come
from that.

Mr. SIMPSON. That’s not as simple as I thought.
Mr. REYES. That’s a perfect lead in, can we hold the record open

for 2 weeks because there are some statistics and figures that I
need to get clarified with Mr. Lowe so that—for two reasons, one,
so I know what the backlog is and what it is that we’re dealing
with as far as the Waco office, and so that we can try to figure out
what the percentages are. Because I’m not clear on how you com-
pare with the national figure.

And if we can hold the record open for 2 weeks to give me a
chance to get with Mr. Lowe and look at those.

Mr. SIMPSON. Without objection we’ll hold the record open for 2
weeks and this is for all who testified, so that members may sub-
mit questions and we will send them to you and hope to get re-
sponses to those. I appreciate your being here.
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(Subsequently, the Department of Veterans Affairs provided the
following information:)
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Mr. WALCOFF. Mr. Chairman, I don’t want to prolong the hear-
ing, I want to talk about the GAO testimony. And I agree with
what was testified to in terms of how the quotas are set. My office
is responsible for setting those quotas. And I just want to give a
little bit of background for the record.

The quotas were based on the commitment that the Secretary
gave toward getting backlog down, ultimately to 250,000. In the
months of December, January and February of last year 2001 we
averaged about 29,000 claims in a month. At the same time we
were getting in about 60,000 claims a month. It doesn’t take long
with that kind of ratio before you get to be backlogged. The bottom
line is we had to do something to increase production.

Starting in April of last year we set production quotas for our
stations. We did it with a very simple methodology last year. We
took their receipts, we added one percent in terms of reduced in-
ventory. We had a lot of objection from a lot of stations saying that
not all stations are created equally in terms of experience of the
rating specialists. We committed that we would readjust the quotas
starting in January. They asked us to do it based on looking at
years of experience at each of their rating specialists and assigning
a figure for that and multiplying it out. And that’s what we did.

We set up new figures starting in January. We still had some
concern from people. Because using that formula, some stations
were being asked to double their production. We looked at that.
And we said, maybe we should be realistic in terms of what can
we really expect in a short period of time.

So we made adjustments, not only looking at receipts, but also
looking and trying to set a reasonable path for how much the sta-
tion could improve. And that’s the way we came up with the stand-
ards. In terms of how realistic they are, what I would say is that
every month we do more and more work. Forty one stations out of
57 made the goal in March. To me that’s really encouraging.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that, and you are keeping an open
mind toward comments made by the ratings specialists, if there are
reasons that those goals aren’t met and problems they run into,
they can be changed if necessary?

Mr. WALCOFF. When stations do not meet their goals, not only
in terms of production, but also in terms of inventory, timeliness,
overtime, things like that, we will ask the station director and the
Service Center Manager to come in and meet with myself and the
Under Secretary to talk about what are the problems and why
can’t they meet their goals? We ask them to give us a plan for how
much you’re going to improve performance between now and the
next 6 months. Give us benchmarks as to where you’re going to be
at each month for the next 6 months.

So that way they have something to work toward; we can focus
on those things and track performance against the specific goals.
It’s not a question of, if you don’t make it, fine. We believe in ac-
countability. But we also think we need to work with each station
to make sure they have the tools and are productive.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate that. It is 3:35, and this hearing was
supposed to end at 3 o’clock. We are over time and some people
have to catch planes. We better not have them miss planes.
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I do appreciate your testimony here today and this is obviously
a subject that the Veterans’ Affairs Committee and particularly the
Subcommittee on Benefits is going to keep close oversight on. I
know Secretary Principi is very interested in reducing the backlog
and making sure veterans have benefits they have been promised,
and so is this committee. And we look forward in reporting to the
Secretary and regional offices and everybody else in the adminis-
tration to make sure that this works out for the best.

I appreciate you being here today. As I said, without objection,
the record will remain open for 2 weeks to submit additional ques-
tions and hope we will get responses from those who testified. I do
appreciate all of those who testified today. This does give us some
background. And the more background we have, the better job we’ll
do. So I appreciate that.

And Mr. Reyes, thank you very much for inviting me to come out
to El Paso. The next time I come I’ll look for Rosa’s Cantina.

Mr. REYES. Thank you for agreeing to hold this hearing. I appre-
ciate both you and ranking member Evans willing to help with a
very important issue.

Mr. SIMPSON. I appreciate it very much.
With no further questions, this hearing is adjourned.
[Whereupon, at 3:35 p.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.]
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A P P E N D I X

TESTIMONY

John B. McKinney, EI Paso, Texas, April 26, 2002

to the

Subcommittee on Benefits, Veterans Affairs Committee

U.S. House of Representatives

Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee:
Thank you for coming to EI Paso to allow us to present to you our concerns in-

volving the management of disability claims for our veterans. The Department of
Veterans Affairs annual booklet entitled Federal Benefits for Veterans and Depend-
ents states, and I quote, ‘‘Disability compensation is a monetary benefit paid to vet-
erans who are disabled by injury or disease incurred or aggravated during active
military service.’’ Unquote. This compensation is an entitlement, not discretionary,
due the individual for having served his or her country but who, when separated,
returned to civilian life in a physical condition adversely different than when he or
she entered military service. This being the case, we fail to understand why the dis-
ability claims processing system, which has been in effect for years, often seems to
fail the very veteran and others it is designed to help. What part of veteran and
what part of entitlement is it that the Department of Veterans Affairs and the Vet-
erans Benefit Administration, responsible for disability claims, seems not to under-
stand? The problems with claims processing seem to worsen as time goes on yet our
Government continues to depend on our military, the future veterans, to serve polit-
ical objectives, sending men and women into harms way without the right to decline
assignments or missions and the lack of conventional worker compensation cov-
erage. If the current system cannot take care of today’s veterans in a timely, effi-
cient manner, what can future veterans expect?

You are fully aware of the increasing backlog of veteran claims and appeals, eas-
ily approaching the 600,000 level, with applications increasing as recognition is
given to additional Agent Orange effects and blood borne diseases. We have yet to
know what health issues may come from the war in Afghanistan that the Govern-
ment will initially deny then admit to. We accept that as applications increase there
may be a lengthening in the claims process but we also expect our government to
react accordingly, being pro-active, not reactive. We hear from the Secretary of Vet-
erans Affairs that the problems with claims are being and have been identified and
will be addressed. Heasks us to just give him time, about two years. Even some of
our national Veterans Service Organizations tell their members to just wait. Both
are unacceptable.

World War II veterans are dying at the rate of over 1,300 daily. In two years we
will lose over 949,000. How many of these will die while waiting for their entitle-
ment? Yes, the Veterans Benefit Administration initiated Tiger Teams to address
claims of many of these older veterans, but why does it take special treatment to
address an entitlement? And what of Korean War veterans approaching the same
years in their lives as these World War II veterans? More Tiger Teams to adjudicate
their lingering claims as they begin to die at increasing rates. What help is it to
tell a veteran his claim is finally being addressed after being in the system for two
years and him having reached the age of 70 or older. What help is it only to have
that veteran die without ever getting his entitlement because of a system that failed
him? And what of his family, who may have gained some financial benefit had the
claim been approved while the veteran was alive?
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The disability claims processing system seems to be oriented more on how much
the Government can save by inefficient management rather than what can it do to
compensate the veteran for service to the country. The sad part is that the system
is people, people whom veterans believe forget those who served, those entitled to
compensation for disabilities. Yes, there are invalid claims and they, too, take time
to process and weed out. We accept that. But what of the veteran who feels that
he has waited long enough for a claims decision, who calls a regional office seeking
information, gets to speak to a computer and not a person, or gets told his records
are not available or still being worked on, and leaves with the feeling that because
he sought information his record will be placed on the bottom of the stack rather
than being replaced where it was? How is he being served by the very Government
who demanded or expected his service, his loyalty, and his dedication? Simply stat-
ed, he isn’t.

I am sure you are familiar with the Cooper Report which identified many issues
with the Veterans Benefit Administration. Admiral Cooper is now in a position to
correct or attempt to correct the same issues his task force identified. The question
which needs to be asked is why has it taken so long for someone to identify person-
nel shortages, lack of adequate and effective training, lack of properly motivated em-
ployees, poor management, lack of adequate supervision, lack of accountability and
the many other things identified as contributors to a poor claims processing system?
Where was the necessary oversight from outside the Veterans Benefit Administra-
tion and even outsidethe Department of Veterans Affairs? Where are the changes
to the Civil Service rules and regulations which could expedite the release or termi-
nation of ineffective and inefficient employees who place themselves above the vet-
eran they were and are obligated to serve? Why can a private company or corpora-
tion terminate employees for failure to perform their jobs with a ‘‘pink slip’’ yet the
Federal Government requires a burdensome bureaucratic process to accomplish the
same thing? Are federal employees above everyone else? I think not, nor should you.
Congress manages the purse strings and should provide the oversight seemingly
lacking here. Congress should be demanding and getting results. All of these prob-
lems exist using taxpayer dollars.

The Congressional solution always seems to be to provide more money for more
employees. More people in the processing system will equate to more processors and
more timely results. New people take time to be trained. Older, qualified, and I em-
phasize the qualified, people need to train the new ones, thus slowing down the
process. And, while being trained, attrition will reduce those qualified to teach.
Which again takes us back to Congress saying the system needs even more people.
What about ensuring those in the system do the job they were hired to do or termi-
nate them? What about terminating, not just relocating, those supervisors who do
not demand quality performance or who do not excise quality supervision? Account-
ability doesn’t seem to be part of the claims processing process.

Last, let me briefly address a local claims issue. The Waco Regional Office initi-
ated a local program designed to expedite the pre-discharge program for disability
claims. A Veterans Benefit Administration claims processing office was opened
which significantly enhanced this program, yet did nothing for other local veterans.
Frustration set in when an exceptionally well-qualified individual in this office indi-
cated a willingness and desire to help these latter individuals, then departed; we
were then told the same assistance would be reinitiated but with less qualified indi-
viduals, whose supervisor is 600 miles away. Is this adequate service to the veteran?
Hardly. Why do we have to continually be faced with frustrations concerning our
entitlements? The Veterans Healthcare Administration recognized the need to bring
healthcare closer to the veteran and reacted by adding, and continues to add, Com-
munity Based Outpatient Clinics to it’s healthcare program. Where are the Veterans
Benefits Local Veterans Assistance Offices, adequately staffed, managed and super-
vised, designed to bring benefits assistance closer to the veteran?

The question which must be addressed in all of this, when will the veteran come
first and not the process?

I thank you for your time and attention.
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